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ABSTRACT

Author: Welsh, Matthew M.. PhD
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: August 2018
Title: Parental Divorce, Parental Conflict Dimensions, Perception of Gains, Growth, and ParentChild Relationship in College Students
Committee Chair: Heather Servaty-Seib
The primary focus of this study was to examine the possible associations among
perceptions of pre-divorce parental conflict, perceived gains of parental divorce, posttraumatic
growth, and current relationship quality with parents. The literature review focuses on college
student development, empirical studies related to negative and positive outcomes for children,
adolescents, and college students of divorce, and factors related to negative and positive outcomes
for children, adolescents, and college students of divorce. Findings are based on data I collected
from 430 participants from Purdue University. I addressed my questions and tested the associated
hypotheses through the use of MANOVA and hierarchical multiple regression. The results of the
present study indicated that college students with divorced parents reported greater levels of
frequency and intensity of parental conflict and lower levels of parental conflict resolution than
their peers with married parents. In addition, students with divorced parents reported lower
supportive interactions with fathers and higher negative interactions with fathers than those with
married parents. For those with divorced parents, existential gains were positively associated with
posttraumatic growth, self-blame for parental conflict was positively associated with negative
interactions with mother, and combined frequency and intensity of conflict was positively
associated with negative interactions with father. Additionally, existential gains moderated the
relationship between self-blame for conflict and negative interactions with father such that the
positive association between these variables was only present at low levels of existential gains,
but not present at moderate or high levels of existential gains. Further, romantic gains moderated
the relationship between conflict resolution and negative interactions with father such that the
negative relationship between these variables was only present at moderate and high levels of
romantic gains, but not present at low levels of romantic gains. Counseling psychologists could
use the present findings when working with college students who have experienced parental
divorce to possibly help them identify existential gains related to their parents' divorce and connect
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those gains to posttraumatic growth. Additionally, clinicians may be able to possibly normalize
that relationships with their fathers may be more challenging for college students who experienced
parental divorce.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Overview of the Problem
In the United States (U.S.), 40-50% of marriages end in divorce (APA, 2014). In addition
to problems that divorce creates for the partners who are ending their marriage, divorce is also
associated with difficulties for offspring (Amato, 2010; Lindsey, Colwell, Frabutt & MacKinnonLewis, 2006; Mandemakers & Kalmijn, 2014; Zeratsion et al., 2013). Moreover, the percentage
of offspring affected by parental separation is likely even higher than the above statistic might
suggest, because it does not account for the number of partners who married but legally separated,
those who are considering divorce and living in a trial separation, or partners who are cohabiting
with children and then decide to separate (Amato, 2010).
Much of the research concerning offspring of divorce has focused on maladaptive
outcomes for children and adolescents. Recent research findings indicate that children and
adolescents from divorced families are more likely to experience academic problems (e.g., lower
reading and math scores), intrapersonal difficulties (e.g., higher anxiety, lower self-esteem,
loneliness) interpersonal challenges (e.g., more aggressive styles of conflict), and lower quality of
parent-child relationships than children and adolescents from intact families (Mandemakers &
Kalmijn, 2014; Noller, Feeney, Sheehan, Darlington, & Rogers, 2008; Ruschena, Prior, Sanson,
& Smart, 2005; Zeratsion et al., 2013). Although research is not always clear as to the extent to
which children and adolescents experience maladaptive outcomes, there is agreement among most
researchers that children and adolescents who experience parental divorce are at a higher risk of
experiencing maladaptive outcomes than children and adolescents who have not experienced
parental divorce (Lansford, 2009). However, some studies find no differences in outcomes for
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children and adolescents following parental divorce compared to children and adolescents from
intact families (Ruschena et al., 2005).
College-aged offspring of divorce have not been studied as much as their younger
counterparts and yet they can experience distinct maladaptive outcomes and may also have the
developmental capacity to experience adaptive outcomes associated with parental divorce.
College-aged offspring may be at a unique developmental stage that interacts with their experience
of parental divorce; they may no longer be living with their parents and they may have new
responsibilities and challenges associated with being in college such as establishing their identity
and developing interpersonal and romantic relationships (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Arnett,
2000). Additionally, college students who have experienced parental divorce may be at greater
risk of encountering academic difficulties (e.g., less likely to enter their second year of college),
intrapersonal problems

(e.g., more depression and anxiety), difficulties

with romantic

relationships, and lower relationship quality with their parents than college students from intact
families (Cui et al., 2010; Knox, Zusman, & Decuzzi, 2004; Short, 2002; Soria & Linder, 2014).
Beyond these problematic outcomes, some college-aged offspring experience adaptive outcomes
associated with parental divorce. With regard to adaptive outcomes, college-aged offspring of
divorce may experience positive beliefs about romantic relationships, improved relationships with
their parents, and posttraumatic growth (Bernstein, Keltner, & Laurent, 2012; Halligan, Chang, &
Knox, 2014; Miles, 2011). It is unclear why some college-aged offspring of divorce experience
maladaptive outcomes while others experience adaptive outcomes.
Research on the magnitude of the effect of parental divorce on child and adolescent
outcomes varies depending on individual factors related to the parents and children, as well as
other factors connected to the parental divorce (Lansford, 2009). Some of the parent-related factors
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include parental age at time of divorce, mental health of the parent(s), and educational level of the
parent(s) (Mandemakers & Kalmijn, 2014; Strohschein, 2012; Vanassche, Sodermans, Matthijs &
Swicegood, 2013). The age of the child at the time of the divorce is also a relevant factor. Research
indicates that children who experience parental divorce at a younger age are more likely to
experience maladaptive outcomes than children who experience parental divorce at an older age
(Zeratsion et al., 2013). Factors related to the divorce itself may include parental conflict and loss
of parental contact via court ordered custody and visitation arrangements (Noller et al., 2008;
Vanassche et al., 2013).
Interpersonal and intrapersonal factors of college student offspring have been associated
with varied outcomes of divorce (Berkey, 2015; Connel, Hayes, & Carlson, 2015; Miles, 2011).
Factors associated with adaptive outcomes include older age at the time of divorce, social support,
and intrapersonal factors (e.g., insight and hardiness; Berkey, 2015; Connel et al., 2015; Miles,
2011). However, there is limited research on factors associated with adaptive outcomes compared
to factors associated with maladaptive outcomes for college-aged offspring of divorce.
As with their younger peers, a key factor associated with maladaptive outcomes (e.g.,
depression, anxiety, less confidence in relationship sustainability) for college-aged offspring of
divorce is parental conflict (Short, 2002; Riggio & Valenzuela, 2011; Roth, Harkins, & Eng, 2014).
Parental conflict has primarily been examined as a general factor focused on the intensity and
frequency of parental conflict (Buehler et al., 1997; Pan, 2014). However, one criticism of the
research on parental conflict is that conflict needs to be examined in a more nuanced way because
conflict has more dimensions than intensity and frequency, such as how it is resolved or managed
and how offspring blame themselves for their parents' conflict (Siffert & Schwarz, 2011; Gottman,
1994). There is limited research available on how offspring self-blame for their parents' pre-
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divorce conflict and how pre-divorce parental conflict resolution are related to outcomes for
college-aged offspring of divorce.
Another variable that needs to be more fully examined, specifically for college-aged
offspring, is their possible perception of gains associated with parental divorce. College-aged
offspring of parental divorce have described both losses (e.g., loss of a perfect family) and gains
connected with parental divorce (e.g., mother or father is happier after divorce; Halligan et al.,
2014; Harvey & Fine, 2010). Much of the research that has focused on gains associated with
parental divorce has used the perception of gains as an outcome variable. In contrast, examining
gains as a potential moderating factor between the experience of divorce and possible outcomes
would make a strong contribution to the literature. In addition, this approach has the potential to
generate findings that could help clinicians have better direction when working with college
students who present to counseling in connection with parental divorce.

Importance of Study
The study is important from at least four different perspectives. Specifically, it is important
to society in general, the field of psychology, researchers focused on offspring of divorce, and
clinicians at colleges and universities. The findings could help shape the way society implements
programs related to parental divorce and the manner in which the field of psychology
conceptualizes parental divorce. Furthermore, it could influence the ways in which researchers
examine factors and outcomes related to parental divorce, and at colleges and universities, the
types of interventions clinicians choose to implement.
There are a few ways in which the findings could shape the way that society implements
programs related to parental divorce. For example, parents in the midst of divorce are often
required by courts to attend parenting classes. Many of those parenting classes focus on helping
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parents realize that avoiding conflict altogether is unlikely, but that they can manage conflict in a
way that supports their relationship with their children. Because the study examines how four
dimensions of conflict (i.e., frequency, intensity, resolution, self-blame) are related to the
supportive and negative interactions between mothers and fathers, as well as adaptive outcomes
for offspring (e.g., posttraumatic growth) the findings may help courts and parenting classes
develop and implement training programs that help divorcing/divorced parents engage in the most
productive ways to manage conflict. This enhanced management of conflict may improve parents’
relationships with their children, which may further lead to a decrease in future court hearings,
costs and legal expenses related to child custody disputes, parenting time disagreements, and
involvement of Child Protective Services. Ultimately, society may benefit from less parental
conflict connected with divorce and the possible mitigation of costs associated with parental
conflict.
The results may also affect the way that the field of psychology conceptualizes parental
divorce. There is general agreement in the field of psychology that offspring of divorce are at an
elevated risk of experiencing maladaptive outcomes. However, there is limited research as to
which factors are associated with specific maladaptive outcomes. Furthermore, there is limited
research as to why some offspring of divorce experience maladaptive outcomes and others
experience adaptive outcomes. The focus was on determining if unique dimensions of parental
conflict or that perceptions of specific gains of parental divorce were related to posttraumatic
growth or relationship quality with parents, and these findings could provide psychology as a field
will gain greater insight regarding which factors are associated with adaptive outcomes and
maladaptive outcomes for offspring of divorce. Currently, there is less research on adaptive
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outcomes compared to maladaptive outcomes. Thus, the study also adds to the field of psychology
by highlighting the potential adaptive outcomes associated with parental divorce.
With regard to researchers, a key contribution of the study is my focus on conceptualizing
and assessing multiple aspects of parental conflict as well as my approach in assessing perception
of gains as a possible moderating variable rather than outcome variable. Most researchers that
examine how parental conflict affects college-aged offspring of divorce have assessed parental
conflict in general (e.g., focusing on how the frequency and/or intensity of parental conflict affects
college-aged offspring of divorce), and are primarily focused on how these dimensions of parental
conflict are associated with maladaptive outcomes. In the study, I examined how frequency,
intensity, resolution and self-blame of pre-divorce parental conflict were associated not only with
maladaptive outcomes for college-aged offspring of divorce (i.e., negative interaction between
child and parents) but also adaptive outcomes (i.e., posttraumatic growth and supportive
interaction between child and parents). This examination is important because conflict will arise
in any marriage. However, more specifically, different dimensions of parental conflict may be
associated with varying maladaptive and adaptive outcomes for college-aged offspring of divorce,
and this study highlights such relevant associations. Additionally, my research focused on how
college-aged offsprings’ perception of gains related to parental divorce were related to outcomes;
whereas much of the past research has examined gains solely as outcomes in and of themselves.
Finally, clinicians may be able to apply the findings of this study to their therapeutic
interventions. Counseling psychologists, many of whom work in university and college settings
(Gelso & Fretz, 2001), will likely work with clients who have experienced parental divorce.
Because college students of divorced parents are at risk of experiencing maladaptive and/or
adaptive outcomes, it is important for clinicians to better understand and be able to identify relevant
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factors for each type of outcome. If clinicians are aware of how different dimensions of parental
conflict may be related to offspring outcomes and how these dimensions of parental conflict
interact with perception of gains, then they can be mindful of how different dimensions of parental
conflict may act as risk factors or protective factors for clients. Similarly, if clinicians are aware
of how perception of gains of parental divorce is related to either posttraumatic growth or
relationship with parents, then clinicians can focus on perception of gains as a possible point of
intervention. My conceptualization of gains consisted of three unique components including
existential gains, friendship gains, and romantic gains. Because the perception of gains is a
malleable factor, it could be a practical focus of treatment. Such an approach may help college
students experience posttraumatic growth and improved relationships with their parents after
parental divorce. Thus, the findings may help improve individual therapy, psychoeducational
programs, and outreach efforts for college-aged offspring who have experienced parental divorce.

Statement of Purpose
The main purpose of this study was twofold. I examined whether perceptions of gains,
perceptions of parental conflict, posttraumatic growth, and quality of parent-child relationships
vary based on college students’ experience of parental divorce as the stressor, in contrast to the
experience of some other impactful family-related stressor. In addition, I examined the
associations between perceptions of gains connected to parental divorce and perceptions of predivorce parental conflict dimensions (i.e., independent variables) and posttraumatic growth and
quality of parent-child relationships (i.e., dependent variables). Further, I examined whether predivorce parental conflict dimensions and perception of gains interact with one another to contribute
to posttraumatic growth and quality of parent-child relationships. I hypothesized that offspring
who had experienced parental divorce would perceive greater levels of pre-divorce frequency of
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parental conflict, greater pre-divorce intensity of parental conflict, greater pre-divorce self-blame
of parental conflict, and lower levels of parents’ pre-divorce ability to resolve conflict than peers
who had not experienced parental divorce. Additionally, I hypothesized that offspring who had
experienced parental divorce would exhibit lower quality of relationships with their parents than
their peers who have not experienced parental divorce. Based on my scholarly review, I also
hypothesized that perception of greater frequency, intensity, and self-blame of parental conflict
would be negatively associated with posttraumatic growth and relationship quality with parents.
In addition, I hypothesized that perception of greater parental ability to resolve conflict would be
positively associated with posttraumatic growth and relationship quality of parents. Moreover, I
expected that parental conflict dimensions and perceptions of gains would interact with one
another and make a unique contribution to posttraumatic growth and relationship quality with
parents.

Relevance to Counseling Psychology
The current study is relevant to the themes and roles of counseling psychology and its
emphasis on the scientist-practitioner model. The primary themes relevant to the current study are
a focus on individuals’ strengths and helping individuals through difficult transitions. The roles of
counseling psychology that are most applicable are prevention and remedial. Additionally, I
designed the current study based on the scientist-practitioner model in that my research questions
were generated in connection with my clinical work and the findings are useful to clinical practice
with offspring of divorce.
One of counseling psychology’s main unifying themes that is relevant to the study is a
focus on strengths and assets, rather than deficiencies and pathology, as the study assesses
offspring’s perceptions of gains related to their parents’ divorce (Gelso & Fretz, 2001). Counseling
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psychologists help individuals identify their strengths and how they can use those strengths to meet
the demands of difficult life circumstances. My research focuses on offspring's strengths and assets
based on how college-aged offspring may perceive existential gains (e.g., appreciation for life,
hope, purpose in life), friendship gains (e.g., time spent with friends, ability to interact socially),
and romantic gains (e.g., quality of romantic relationships, sexual pleasure) related to their parental
divorce. If clinicians are aware that perceived gains of parental divorce are associated with
posttraumatic growth or improved relationship quality with parents, then clinicians can intervene
to help clients develop a strength of focusing on perceived gains of their parents' divorce.
Similarly, another theme of counseling psychology that is relevant to the study is the
focusing on helping clients experience growth. Parental divorce is an event that may provide
college-aged offspring with the opportunity to experience growth, therefore, the study examined
what factors may be related to posttraumatic growth for such individuals. I examined how parental
divorce was related to the dependent variable of posttraumatic growth. If clinicians are aware that
perceived gains of parental divorce are related to posttraumatic growth, then clinicians can
intervene to help clients experience more posttraumatic growth.
The study is also consistent with counseling psychologists’ role of providing preventive
and developmental interventions for college students and their parents. With regard to college
students, outreach efforts focused on parental divorce could highlight the idea that new experiences
related to parent divorce may arise in college. This type of approach would allow students to
perhaps predict and better cope with some of the possible revisiting of parental divorce.
Additionally, the study may help divorced parents who are required by courts to attend parenting
classes. The findings could be useful in helping parents realize that avoiding conflict is not likely,
but that they may be able to manage or resolve conflicts in a way that improves the quality of the
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relationship with their children. This may be especially relevant to divorced parents who are
coordinating issues related to custody, parenting time, and visitation schedules.
Furthermore, the study is in alignment with the scientist-practitioner model, a common
training model for counseling psychology programs, in that the findings related to parental conflict
and perception of gains could be used by clinicians who are working with offspring of divorce to
help them experience more growth and better relationships with their parents. My clinical practice
has informed my research because I have treated college-aged clients for whom their parents’
divorce was a relevant factor in their treatment. Working with college-aged offspring of divorce d
parents in a clinical setting has prompted me to research this population in order to better
understand various relevant factors and outcomes. The research findings may be able to help
counseling psychologists improve their work with clients by guiding clinicians to help clients focus
on possible perceived gains of parental divorce.

Terminology and Concepts
I use terminology in my study that some readers may not have a complete understanding
of. Below are explanations of those terms.


Emerging adults means a unique development period for students who are between 18 and
29 years old (Arnett, 2000). It is a transitional period where individuals go through major
life changes (e.g., picking a career, marriage, worldviews) and explore their identities
(Arnett, 2000).



The term college student refers to adults aged 18-25 who are undergraduate or graduate
students.
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Family refers to any individual’s biological family (e.g., aunts, uncles, grandmother,
grandfather, cousins) as well as non-biologically family (e.g., brother-in-law, sister-in-law,
step-mother, step-father; Slaten, Thomas, & Baskin, 2008).



The term posttraumatic growth is used to refer to the experience of positive change that
occurs as the result of the struggle with highly challenging life circumstances (Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 2004).



The term divorce is used to refer to the legal dissolution of a marriage.
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CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the literature relevant to the research purposes and
questions. I first review information on how parental divorce interacts with the transition to
college. Within this section, I review the Chickering and Reisser (1993) theory of college student
development and a theory of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000). Next, I review the current
literature on the maladaptive outcomes on offspring (i.e., including children, adolescents, and
emerging adults) of divorce. Following this theoretical material, I offer possible factors related to
maladaptive outcomes for offspring of divorce. Then I review the current literature focused on the
adaptive outcomes of offspring of divorce. Following this section, I offer possible factors related
to adaptive outcomes for offspring of divorce.
Next, I synthesize and critique the research related to parental conflict and parental divorce
and college students. Within my critique, I provide a rationale for why I chose parental conflict as
a variable and how the current study improves and expands upon past research. Of all the factors
that have been associated with post-divorce outcomes, I chose to focus on pre-divorce parental
conflict because conflict and disagreement will inevitably arise in any marriage. Additionally, one
criticism of the literature related to parental conflict is that conflict needs to be examined in a more
nuanced way because it is connected with both maladaptive and adaptive outcomes for offspring.
Thus, I have focused an entire section on parental conflict in order to explain the different
dimensions of parental conflict and how different dimensions are associated with maladaptive and
adaptive outcomes in offspring.
I then synthesize and critique the research on college-aged offspring’s perceptions of gains
related to divorce. Within this critique, I provide a rationale for why I chose perception of gains as
a variable and how the current study improves and expands upon past research. I chose to focus
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on perceived gains related to parental divorce because, similar to conflict dimensions, perceived
gains needs to be examined in a more nuanced way. Additionally, perceived gains may be
associated with both adaptive and maladaptive outcomes for offspring. Therefore, I have focused
an entire section on perceived gains.
I end this chapter with the research questions and hypotheses. The primary purpose of the
present study was to examine the associations among the variables of perception of pre-divorce
parental conflict dimensions, perception of gains related to parental divorce, posttraumatic growth ,
and relationship quality with parents.
Even if counseling psychologists do not choose to specialize in the area of parental divorce or
parental separation, they are quite likely to encounter offspring of divorce and perhaps even more
likely college-aged offspring struggling with parental divorce. The findings from this study could
possibly help clinicians be more mindful of what factors may be related to maladaptive
interpersonal (i.e., negative relationships with mother and father) and adaptive interpersonal and
intrapersonal (i.e., supportive relationship with mother and father, posttraumatic growth) outcomes
for offspring of divorce. In particular, I examined the relationship between pre-divorce perceived
parental conflict dimensions (i.e., frequency, intensity, resolution, self-blame), perception of gains
(i.e., existential gains, friendship gains, and romantic gains) related to parental divorce, and current
posttraumatic growth and relationship quality between offspring and mothers and fathers.

Interaction of Parental Divorce and Transition to College
The transition to college presents challenging adjustment issues that could be more
challenging for college students of divorce. However, this transition may also offer new
opportunities for offspring of divorce to experience growth (Sever, Guttman, & Lazar, 2007;
Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). Although research exists that is focused on this unique development
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period, the study adds to existing research by focusing on how perceived gains related to parental
divorce may interact with perceptions of parental conflict dimensions, and how these variables
may contribute to adaptive (i.e., posttraumatic growth, better parent-child relationship quality) and
maladaptive outcomes (i.e., lower parent-child relationship quality). Some scholars who study
divorce are of the opinion that the maladaptive outcomes of parental divorce might remain latent
and may not actually present themselves until college when children of divorce face unique
developmental challenges such as living away from parents, entering a romantic relationship,
choosing a major, or managing the academic demands of college (Cui, Fincham, & Durtschi, 2010;
Lopez, 1987; Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). On the flip side, some of the enhanced adaptive
outcomes (e.g., posttraumatic growth) of parental divorce may also not present themselves until
college because college also allows for more exploration and more sophisticated consideration of
the experience of divorce (Miles, 2011). A contextual factor that may contribute to college
students’ experience of prior parental divorce is the idea that they are likely no longer facing the
challenges imposed by courts in terms of child support, custody issues, and visitation schedules
(Bulduc, Caron, & Logue, 2007). Development during college is complex and marked by transition
and identity development. Thus, parental divorce may be experienced in more dynamic ways
during college than it had been at younger ages. In this section, I summarize how college students’
unique developmental period may relate to how they experience parental divorce.
College students are at a unique developmental period that may interact with how they
experience parental divorce, even if the divorce occurred early in their childhood. Thus, their
experience of parental divorce needs to be viewed within their unique developmental context.
Chickering (1969) noted seven developmental tasks that college students complete during college
that he referred to as vectors. Chickering and Reisser (1993) argued that these tasks include better
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regulation of emotions, developing competence, balancing autonomy with interdependence,
creating and maintaining relationships with others, creating an identity, finding

purpose, and

working towards integrity.
In addressing the potential interaction between development level and the experience of
divorce, the ability of college students with divorced parents to balance autonomy with
interdependence and establish their own identity may be connected to their parents’ divorce. This
connection may be affected by the possibility that the quality of the college students’ relationships
with their divorced parents may be lower than the quality of the child-parent relationships of their
college peers from intact families (Bulduc et al., 2007; Knox et al., 2004; Pan, 2014; Zill et al.,
1993). Thus, if college students’ relationships with their parents have been strained or damaged,
then that might make it more difficult for college students of divorce to develop their own identity
autonomously but still interdependent upon their parents. For instance, college students of divorce
may be expending extra effort and emotional energy trying to repair or cope with a strained
relationship with their divorced parents rather than using that emotional energy to develop a strong
sense of their own independent identity. This process of trying to repair or cope with a strained
relationship with their divorced parents may also inhibit their own ability to experience growth
during college.
The process of identity development, which often reaches a peak during college, may be
uniquely inhibited for college students who have experienced parental divorce because of some of
the maladaptive outcomes associated with parental divorce (Mullis, Mullis, Schwartz, Pease &
Shriner, 2007; Scott & Church, 2001). Chickering and Reisser (1993) argued that one of the tasks
college students complete is developing their identity. Identity development involves making
choices, committing to roles, and exploration of different goals, values, and beliefs (Mullis et al,
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2007). College students who have experienced parental divorce may have more difficulty
developing their identity than college students from intact families. These difficulties related to
identity development may not appear for the first time until college because of the unique
developmental tasks associated with college.
Empirical support for this theoretical hypothesis is offered by Scott and Church (2001) who
found that college students with divorced parents had significantly lower scores for career
decidedness (e.g., "I have chosen a career and I am pleased with my choice", "The career that I
have chosen fits me well, so it's unlikely that I would change my mind.") than college students
from intact families. Further, Mullis et al. (2007) also found that college-aged women with
divorced parents were more likely to use avoidant coping strategies (e.g., wishful thinking) than
college-aged women from intact families. Mullis et al. suggested these avoidant strategies may be
associated with a destabilized sense of self. Thus, the maladaptive effects of parental divorce may
not present themselves until college because college is a time when offspring are exploring and
developing their identity. The problematic effects associated with parental divorce may inhibit the
exploration and development of identity.
One of the reasons why college students with divorced parents may have more difficulty
developing their identity than college students from intact families is that college aged students
from divorced parents appear more likely to engage in parentification than college aged students
from intact families (Jurkovic, Thirkield, & Morrell, 2001). Parentification is the process whereby
a child takes on more of a caregiving or peer role with their parent. Thus, instead of focusing on
developing their own identity, Valls-Vidal, Alsina, Perez-Testor, Guardia-Olmos and Iafrate
(2016) suggested that college students from divorced parents may be focusing more time, energy,
and emotional support helping and supporting their parents' needs that the ex-spouse can no longer
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provide. In fact, they found that parental divorce was significantly associated with college students
of divorce having feelings of unfair caregiving (e.g., feelings of obligations to respond to their
parents' needs instead of tending to their own needs). They also found that college students with
divorced parents were more likely to believe their parents needed enhanced emotional support
(e.g., "Sometimes I have the feeling I am the only one my father can resort to") than college
students from intact families. This excessive demand for the children's support for the parent may
inhibit children from developing their own identity. The average amount of time that had taken
place after parental divorce in the Valls-Vidal et al. study was ten years, suggesting that the
negative effects of parental divorce regarding identity development may still occur in college, even
if the divorce took place during childhood. It is important to note that parentification may also be
associated with adaptive outcomes, which I explain in the section on adaptive outcomes (see p.
32).
Additionally, college is often the first time when offspring are geographically and/or more
psychologically distant from their parents, which may make it difficult for them to adjust to
divorce. Some unique environmental challenges of college that students may face for the first time
include picking a major and maintaining a satisfactory academic standing in order to graduate
(Servaty-Seib & Taub, 2010). For example, if college students of divorce are having difficulty
coping with their relationship with their parents or having to visit each of their divorced parents’
homes or families during holidays or weekends, that may make it more difficult for them to have
ample time and concentration to focus on their academic work. Research does support that college age students with divorced parents compared to their peers from intact families often perform
lower academically in college (e.g., lower cumulative GPA, less likely to graduate; Bernardi &
Radl, 2014; Soria & Linder, 2014).
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Further, Stone, Becker, Huber, and Catalano (2012) argued that college students may be in
a new developmental stage called emerging adulthood, which may interact with an individua l’s
experience of parental divorce. Arnett (2000) argued that emerging adulthood occurs from age 18
to as old as 30 years of age. During this stage, college students may no longer feel like children,
but may also not have all of the responsibilities of an adult. In some ways they experience
themselves as adults (e.g., they may no longer be living with their parents, may have the
responsibilities of living on their own, and may be in a committed romantic relationship), but in
other ways they may still not experience themselves as adults (e.g., they may not have a full-time
job or career, may not be married, and may not have children; Arnett, 2000). According to Arnett,
emerging adults are exploring their identities, worldviews, relationships, and beliefs about love
and intimacy.
With regard to the exploration of emerging adults and their experience of parental divorce,
Wallerstein and Lewis (2004) and Roth, Harkins, and Eng (2014) offered possible explanations
for why college-aged students of divorce appear to have worse attitudes regarding romantic
relationships and marriage compared to college-aged students from intact families. Wallerstein
and Lewis summarized why young adults of divorce may have difficulty with beliefs regarding
romantic relationships when they concluded that, “in young adulthood when love, sexual intimacy,
commitment, and marriage take center stage, children of divorce…are frightened that the same
fate awaits them. These fears which reach a crescendo in young adulthood, impede their
developmental progress into full adulthood” (p. 363). Similarly, Roth et al. conducted a qualitative
study (i.e., interviews) and examined the attitudes about romantic relationships of college-aged
students who had experienced parental divorce. They found that college-aged students who had
experienced parental divorce had problems with relationship formation and difficulty trusting their
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partners. For example, one of their participants stated, "I don't want to get married. Ever. It's a
waste of time. A waste of money. You have to, I mean, it's just like if you want to be with somebody
forever just be with them forever. Why do you have to get married, you know? I believe a lot of
marriages just don't work out” (Roth et al., 2014, p. 132). However, these examples of attitudes
toward romantic relationships and especially marriage are not true for all children of divorce. More
specifically, some research suggests that college-aged offspring of divorce display adaptive
attitudes toward romantic relationships (see p. 26).
Based on his theoretical perspective, Arnett (2000) argued that this period of emerging
adulthood, with its strong emphasis on exploration, is a time of growth. It may be a period of time
when college students have the ability now to reconsider divorce and see areas for potential growth.
For example, research indicates that young adults who experience parental divorce are capable of
experiencing growth connected with their parents’ divorce and believing their parents’ divorce has
resulted in gains (Halligan et al., 2014; Harvey & Fine 2010; Miles, 2011; Sever et al., 2007). It is
possible that part of the self-exploration done during emerging adulthood gives college students
of divorce the time and the maturity to reevaluate how their parents’ divorce has helped them
develop in adaptive ways.

Maladaptive Outcomes for Offspring of Divorce
Research supports that children, adolescents, and college students who experience parental
divorce are at risk of experiencing certain maladaptive outcomes. Additionally, there are common
factors that appear to be associated with maladaptive outcomes for children, adolescents, and
college students of divorce. In this section, I review the literature focused on the maladaptive
outcomes for offspring of divorce. I then provide an overview of factors that research indicates
may be associated with outcomes for them. There is not as much research on maladaptive outcomes
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for college students as there is on children and adolescent who have experienced parental divorce.
Therefore, this section mostly includes research on maladaptive outcomes related to children and
adolescents, but does weave in college findings where they exist. However, reviewing the
maladaptive outcomes and factors for children and adolescents may shed light on some of the
difficulties that college students who have experienced parental divorce go through. Possible
maladaptive outcomes of parental divorce include academic problems, intrapersonal difficult ies,
romantic relationships (e.g., lower levels of commitment), and parent and child relationships.
Academic Problems
Recent research indicates that offspring of divorce, in contrast to their peers with married
parents, exhibit more academic problems (Bernardi & Radl, 2014; Kim, 2011; Mandemakers &
Kalmijn, 2014; Soria & Linder, 2014; Sun & Li, 2001). Bernardi and Radl (2014) found that
college students with divorced parents were less likely to obtain a university degree than college
students with married parents. Additionally, Soria and Linder found that college students with
divorced parents were less likely to enter their second year of college than college students with
continuously married parents. College students from divorced parents also had lower cumulative
grade point averages than college students with continuously married parents (Soria & Linder,
2014). Similarly, Sun and Li studied a sample of 10,288 students in 10th grade and found that those
with divorced parents, compared to those with continuously married parents, were likely to have
lower test scores on standardized science, math, social studies, and reading tests. Likewise, Kim
found that children of divorce (i.e., 3rd to 5th grade) were likely to have lower standardized math
test scores than children from continuously married parents. Additionally, Mandemakers and
Kalmijn found children of divorce (i.e., age 10) had lower reading and math scores on standardized
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tests (i.e., Shortened Edinburg Reading test, Friendly Math test) compared to children with
continuously married parents.

Intrapersonal Difficulties
Recent research has also indicated that offspring of divorce, in contrast to their peers with
married parents, may exhibit more intrapersonal difficulties (Bulduc, Caron, & Logue, 2007; Cui
et al., 2010; Short, 2002; Wintre et al., 2011). Short found that college-aged students from divorced
parents experienced more depression, anxiety, avoidant coping, and antisocial behavior than
college-aged students with continuously married parents. Another intrapersonal difficulty that
parental divorce may be connected with is stress surrounding the holidays. Bulduc et al. found that
college-aged students who experienced parental divorce reported experiencing increased stress
around the holidays, compared to other times during the year, due to visiting different parents and
places in one day, or having to choose which parent with whom to spend the holiday. Wintre et al.
studied 2,724 first-year college students at six different universities and found that female college aged offspring of divorce had more depressive symptoms and lower levels of personal-emotiona l
adjustment than female college-aged offspring from intact families. However, there were no such
differences in depressive symptoms or levels of personal-emotional adjustment for male college aged offspring of divorce compared to male college-aged offspring from intact families.
Recent research also indicates that children and early adolescent offspring of divorce, in
contrast to their peers with married parents, exhibit intrapersonal difficulties (Kim, 2011;
Mandemakers & Kalmijn, 2014; Zeratsion et al., 2013). For example, children of divorce (i.e.,
3rd to 5th grade) were more likely to experience loneliness, low self-esteem, anxiety, and
feelings of sadness compared to children from continuously married parents (Kim, 2011).
Zeratsion et al. found that early adolescents (i.e., aged 10-14) who had experienced parental
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divorce endorsed more internalized problems (i.e., depression and anxiety symptoms) compared

to early adolescents with continuously married parents. Also, children of divorce (i.e., age 10)
displayed increased internalizing problems (e.g., felt restless and worried) as compared to other
children with continuously married parents (Mandemakers & Kalmijn, 2014).

Romantic Relationships
College-aged students from divorced families appear to have worse attitudes regarding
romantic relationships and marriage compared to college-aged students from intact families.
College-aged offspring from divorced parents appear less likely to enter into a romantic
relationship and stay committed in a romantic relationship than their peers with married parents
(Cui et al., 2010; Knox, Zusman, & Decuzzi, 2004; Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). For example,
Knox et al. found that college-aged students from divorced parents were less likely to enter
romantic relationships that lasted longer than a year compared to college-aged students from intact
families. In addition, lower levels of relationship commitment may be connected to problematic
beliefs and expectations about relationships for offspring of divorce (Bulduc et al., 2007; Cui et
al., 2010; Roth et al., 2014; Wallerstein & Lewis 2004). Relatedly, Cui et al. (2010) found that
college students from divorced parents displayed higher pro-divorce attitudes than their peers from
intact families. Bulduc et al. (2007) found that a majority of their college-aged participants who
experienced parental divorce expressed difficulties with trust and commitment in their own
romantic relationships. Moreover, Herzog and Cooney (2002) found that college-aged students
from divorced parents, compared to college-aged students from intact families, reported worse
communication abilities in their own intimate relationships.
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Parent and Child Relationships after Divorce
Offspring with divorced parents tend to report worse present-day relationships with their
parents compared to those with continuously married parents (Bulduc et al., 2007; Knox et al.,
2004; Pan, 2014; Zill et al., 1993). For instance, Zill et al. (1993) found that 65% of college-aged
students with divorced parents had a poor relationship with their father compared to 29% of
college-aged students with continuously married parents. Additionally, 30% of college-aged
students with divorced parents had a poor relationship with their mother compared to 16% of
college-aged students with continuously married parents (Zill et al., 1993). Thus, Zill et al. (1993)
found that college-aged students with divorced parents were nearly twice as likely than college aged students from intact families to have poor relationships with both their mother and father. In
a separate study, Bulduc et al. (2007) found that parental divorce was associated with strained
relationships with fathers, whereas fewer than 6% of the participants reported that the parental
divorce resulted in a better relationship with both of their parents after their parents divorced.
Further, Knox et al. (2004) found that college-aged students with divorced parents reported lower
levels of closeness to both their mother and father than did their college-aged peers with married
parents.
Children and adolescents of divorce also appear to have lower quality relationships with
their parents than their peers with continuously married parents (Noller et al., 2008; Ruschena et
al., 2005; Zill, Morrison, & Coiro, 1993). For example, Zill et al. (1993) found that 33% of 12 to
16 year olds with divorced parents had a poor relationship with their father compared to 13% of
12 to 16 year olds with continuously married parents. Additionally, Ruschena et al. (2005) found
that adolescents of divorced parents experienced more conflict and lower relationship quality with
their parents than did adolescents whose parents were continuously married. Noller et al. (2008)
found evidence that the level of conflict (i.e., extent of misunderstanding and difficulty in making
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plans or finding solutions to problems) between parents and adolescents was higher in families
experiencing divorce than intact families. Overall, the most consistent finding in the research is
that parental divorce tends to connect with decreases in the quality of relationships between parents
and their children.

Factors Associated with Maladaptive Outcomes for Offspring of Divorce
Scholarly literature indicates factors that could help in understanding the range of
maladaptive outcomes for children, adolescents, and college students of divorced parents. The bulk
of the research on interacting factors is focused on children and adolescents who have experienced
divorce rather than their college age peers. However, factors related to outcomes for children and
adolescents could possibly shed light on the factors associated with maladaptive outcomes for
college students. Possible factors related to maladaptive outcomes of divorce include parental
socioeconomic status, parental mental health, education of parents, age of the child at the time of
the divorce, loss of parental contact, participation in therapy, and parental conflict. Understanding
factors related to outcomes of divorce may help clinicians identify risk factors and perhaps suggest
modifiable factors that could be targets of intervention.
Parental socioeconomic status, mental health, and education
Parental factors such as lower parental socioeconomic status, higher depression, and lower
education level of each parent may be associated with maladaptive outcomes for offspring of
divorce. For instance, Howell, Portes, and Brown (1997) found a positive association between
socioeconomic status of the divorced parent with whom the child lived and the child’s self-esteem.
However, when the divorced parent with whom the child lived had a low socioeconomic status,
self-esteem scores for their female children were lower, but not for their male children. Moreover,
Clark and Clifford (1993) found that a decrease in financial well-being was associated with lower
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self-esteem and and interpersonal dependency (i.e., relying on others for emotional support, lower
self-confidence, and less independence) for college students of divorce. Additionally, Simons, Lin,
Gordon, and Lorenz (1999) found that depression levels of divorced mothers were positively
related to their male child’s depression levels, but not to their female child’s depression levels.
With regard to education, educational levels of divorced parents were positively related to
children’s reading and math scores (Mandemakers & Kalmijn, 2014).
Loss of parental contact
Loss of parental contact may be a factor associated with problematic outcomes (e.g.,
increase in depressive, psychosomatic, and anxious symptoms, and lower relationship quality with
their parents) for adolescents and college students who experienced parental divorce (Reiter,
Hjorleifsson, Breidablik, & Meland, 2013; Vanassche, Sodermans, Matthijs, & Swicegood, 2013).
Clark and Clifford (1993) found that more contact with a custodial parent was associated with
higher self-esteem for college students who have experienced parental divorce. Reiter et al. (2013)
found that older adolescents who experienced parental divorce and loss of parental contact had
greater depressive, psychosomatic, and anxious symptoms compared to older adolescents who
experienced parental divorce and had no loss of parental contact. Similarly, adolescents with
divorced parents who never lived with one of their parents following divorce reported a lower
quality of relationship with that parent with whom they never lived after the divorce compared to
the parent with whom they did live after the divorce (Vanassche et al., 2013). Loss of parental
contact may also interact with parental conflict and participation in therapy to connect with
problematic outcomes.
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Adaptive Parental Divorce Outcomes for Offspring
There are potential adaptive outcomes for offspring who experienced parental divorce.
However, these adaptive outcomes have not been studied as extensively as the maladaptive
outcomes. Moreover, the majority of the research on adaptive outcomes is focused on adaptive
outcomes for college students. Further, the limited research that does exist suggests that adaptive
outcomes for children and adolescents are associated with participation in therapy. In general, the
literature tends to suggest that parental divorce is associated with maladaptive rather than adaptive
outcomes for children and adolescents of divorce. However, some college students of parental
divorce, compared to children and adolescents who experience parental divorce, may be more
likely to experience adaptive outcomes. This pattern suggests that there may be something unique
about the environment and/or developmental period of college that is associated with the effects
of parental divorce. Possible adaptive outcomes include romantic relationships (e.g., higher levels
of commitment), relationship with parents, and posttraumatic growth.
Romantic Relationships
Parental divorce has been associated with adaptive beliefs about romantic relationships for
some college-aged students (Halligan, Chang, & Knox, 2014; Pan, 2014). More specifically,
Halligan et al. (2014) found that 66% of college-aged students from divorced parents said they
would “do anything” to stay married in their future marriage, indicating high levels of commitment
(Halligan et al., 2014). Further, Pan (2014) found that college-aged students with divorced parents
were also significantly less likely to answer the following question “When will you get married?”
with the response “not expecting to get married” than were their peers with continuously married
parents. Additionally, college students of divorce may potentially benefit from their parents'
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divorce by avoiding some of the mistakes in their own future romantic relationships (e.g., poor
communication) that possibly led to their parents' divorce.

Relationship with Parents
Some college students from divorced parents experience improved relationships with their
parents after the divorce (Bulduc et al., 2007; Cooney, Smyer, Hagestad, & Klock, 1986; Halligan
et al., 2014). A number of researchers found that female college students reported having a closer
relationship with their mothers after divorce (Bulduc et al., 2007; Cooney, Smyer, Hagestad, &
Klock., 1986; Halligan et al. 2014). Additionally, Cooney et al. (1986) concluded that a possible
reason the relationships between mothers and daughters improved, as compared to sons and
mothers, is that daughters may develop greater empathy towards their mothers. Jurkovic et al.
(2001) found that relationships between adolescents of divorced parents may improve because
parents may rely more on children for support after the divorce in a process. More specifically,
they found that some adolescents who experienced parental divorce reported providing more
emotional and instrumental caregiving than a group of adolescents from intact families.

Posttraumatic Growth
College students who experience parental divorce may experience posttraumatic growth in
connection with their parents’ divorce (Bernstein, Keltner, & Laurent, 2012; Miles, 2011;
Guttman, & Lazar, 2007; Wintre et al., 2011). According to Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004),
posttraumatic growth is, “the experience of positive change that occurs as the result of the struggle
with highly challenging life circumstances” (p. 1). Bernstein et al. (2012) found that students who
had experienced parental divorce exhibited more compassion, awe, enthusiasm, and perspectivetaking than college students who had not experienced parental divorce. Sever et al. (2007) studied
a sample of college-aged students with divorced parents to explore the potential adaptive long-
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term results of coping with their parents' divorce. At least three years had lapsed from the time of
participants’ parental divorce and the time of the study. Participants reported that post-divorce they
had greater empowerment (i.e., enhanced skills to manage life's difficulties), empathy (i.e., being
more compassionate), and relationship-savviness in comparison to before their parents’ divorce.
In particular, these researchers found that participants reported a greater understanding of the
complexity of intimate relationships and an understanding of the importance of having realistic
expectations in relationships at some point at least three years after their parents’ divorce compared
to before their parents’ divorce. Further, participants were also better able to understand the
importance of having open conversations to resolve conflicts compared to before their parents’
divorce (Sever et al., 2007). Additionally, Jurkovic et al. (2001) found that offspring of divorce,
as compared to offspring from intact families, may be more likely to develop the ability to
recognize and attend to the needs of others, improve their prosocial skills, and have greater
independence and more maturity. These findings are consistent with Tedeschi and Calhoun’s
(2004) theory of posttraumatic growth in that they argue individuals are capable of experiencing
growth and adaptive changes as the result of struggling with highly stressful circumstances.
Factors Related to Adaptive Outcomes for Offspring of Divorce
The literature base focused on children, adolescents, and college-age students’ experience of
divorce includes references to a variety of possible adaptive outcomes. Below, I review the
possible factors that the research indicates may be related to these outcomes: age of offspring at
the time of the divorce, social support, coping assets, and parentification. Additional research is
needed to determine which factors may account for the variability in adaptive outcomes amon g
college-aged offspring who have experienced parental divorce.
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Age of offspring at time of divorce
Offspring who experienced parental divorce at an older age may be more likely to
experience adaptive outcomes associated with parental divorce compared to offspring who
experience parental divorce during a younger age (Connel, Hayes, & Carlson, 2015; Hamilton,
2011; Pan, 2014; Roth et al., 2014). For example, college students who experienced parental
divorce later in life (i.e., aged 14-16) compared to college students who experienced parental
divorce early in life (i.e., aged 8-10) had fewer academic problems (Hamilton, 2011). Additiona lly,
Connel et al. (2015) found a significant positive relationship between the age of children at the
time of parental divorce and levels of self-esteem for college-aged students whose parents
divorced. More specifically, the older the age the college student was at the time of their parents’
divorce, the higher their current level of self-esteem. Hamilton (2011) concluded college students
who experienced parental divorce at a later age are likely more equipped to access and use coping
skills and also to have more adaptability in cognition. Similarly, Pan (2014) found that college aged offspring who experienced parental divorce at an older age (i.e., 12 or older) were less likely
to believe they would not get married compared to college-aged offspring who experienced
parental divorce when they were of a younger age (i.e., prior to age 12). Pan (2014) suggested that
one potential reason for this finding was that college-aged students who experienced parental
divorce during older adolescence may have had more mature psychological and social
development at the time of their parents’ divorce than college-aged students who experienced
parental divorce during younger adolescence.
Similarly, research indicates that children who experience divorce at an older age may
exhibit better outcomes than children who experience divorce at a younger age (Kalter & Rembar,
1981; Howell, Portes, & Brown, 1997; Woodward, Fergusson, & Belsky, 2000). Woodward and
colleagues found a positive association between the age (i.e., aged 1-15) of exposure to parental
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separation and to children’s perception of attachment. For example, the positive association
demonstrated that the older the children were at the time of the parental separation, the more likely
they were to have higher parental attachment (i.e., more trust, less alienation, and better
communication) and the more likely they were to perceive their father and mother as not being
overprotective. Further, Howell et al. (1997) found a positive relationship between the age of
children (i.e., aged 5-16) at the time of the divorce and adjustment scores (i.e., more likely to have
an understanding why their parents separated). For example, the positive relationship demonstrated
that the older the children were at the time of their parents’ divorce, the more likely they were to
have higher adjustment scores.
Some researchers have speculated that older adolescents may experience more adaptive
outcomes of parental divorce than their younger counterparts because adolescents are more likely
to have greater cognitive abilities and a better awareness of interpersonal relationships and because
perhaps their parents interact with them differently (Zeratsion et al., 2013; Howell, Portes, &
Brown, 1997). For example, Zeratsion et al. (2013) speculated that older adolescents may have
already developed adjustment abilities (e.g., ability to cope with parental divorce or understand
reasons why parents divorced). Similarly, Howell et al. (1997) suggested that adolescents,
compared to children, may have a better awareness of the complexities of interpersonal
relationships (e.g., understanding why parents separated, realizing parental divorce is better in
order to have a happy home). Further, adolescents may have reached a stage in their development
where their identity is more developed and where they are beginning to separate from their parents,
as opposed to younger children. These developmental factors may then allow for greater awareness
of the dynamic nature of parental divorce (Howell et al., 1997).
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Social support
College-aged students' abilities to establish social support and develop new relationships
may be positively related to adaptive outcomes following divorce (Berkey, 2015; Riggio &
Valenzuela, 2011; Sever et al., 2007). Sever et al. (2007) found that establishing a two-way
supportive relationship with a friend, sibling, significant other or parent was positively associated
with outcomes such as empowerment (i.e., greater ability to manage life's difficulties), empathy
(i.e., being more compassionate), and relationship-savviness (i.e., the ability to recognize the
complexities of intimate relationships and have realistic expectations) for young adults who had
experienced parental divorce. The authors operationalized a two-way supportive relationship as
participants’ ability to identify their needs, identify sources to help meet those needs such as
friends, parents, or significant others, and willingness to accept those sources of support. Sever et
al.’s participants also exhibited a willingness to help others. This capacity to give and receive
support was connected with participants’ ability to perceive their parents' divorce as an experience
which pushed or allowed them to grow. Similarly, Riggio and Valenzuela (2011) found that social
support was positively associated with the quality of relationships of college-aged Latin American
students who experienced parental divorce. Berkey (2015) also found that social support was
positively connected to posttraumatic growth for college students who had experienced parental
divorce. Likewise, children who experience parental divorce who had parents who provided
warmth, emotional support, and adequate monitoring were more likely to experience positive
adjustment than children who experienced parental divorce who had parents who are less attentive,
less supportive, and used coercive discipline (Kelly & Emery, 2003).
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Coping assets
Research indicates that intrapersonal coping assets such as insight, hardiness, and religious
coping are positively related to adaptive outcomes for college students of divorce (Berkey, 2015;
Miles, 2011). More specifically, Miles (2011) found positive relationships between both hardiness
and insight and commitment to marriage in college students who had experienced parental divorce.
Further, Berkey (2015) found that religious coping (e.g., sought God's love and care) was
positively connected to posttraumatic growth for college students who had experienced parental
divorce. Similarly, Lengua et al. (1999) found that positive emotionality was significantly related
to active coping (e.g., more positive thinking and problem solving) for children of divorce. Thus,
the level of growth offspring experiences after their parents’ divorce may be influenced by their
ability to utilize coping mechanisms to help navigate their parents’ divorce.
Parentification
Although parentification is associated with difficulty developing identity for offspring of
divorce, it may also be associated with improved communication skills and relationship between
offspring and parents. One reason relationships with parents may improve is that communication
may increase after divorce because parents may rely more on children for support after the divorce
in a process termed parentification (Jurkovic, et al., 2001).
For example, Jurkovic et al. found that a group of adolescents with divorced parents reported
providing more emotional and instrumental caregiving than a group of adolescents from intact
families.
Participation in therapy
Therapy may be a factor associated with adaptive outcomes for children of divorce. For
example, Taylor, Purswell, Lindo, Jayne, and Fernando (2011) conducted a longitudinal study with
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divorced parents and their children and found that Child-Parent-Relationship Therapy (CPRT)
resulted

in

a

reduction

of

child

behavior

problems

and

an

improvement

in

distractibility/hyperactivity, emotional problems, anxiety, depression, and acting aggressively, as
well as improvement in the parent-child relationship over time. CPRT is a 10-session, manualized
therapy adapted from the Guerney’s filial therapy model (Bratton, Landreth, Kellam, & Blackard,
2006). Another therapy for divorced families, New Beginnings Program (Wolchik et al., 2002),
resulted in improvements in children’s educational goals, job aspirations, relationship between
mother and child, argument frequency, self-esteem, and internalizing problems (e.g., anxiety and
depression). These improvements were measured by a six-year pre- and posttest for children who
took the pretest between ages 9 to 12 and the posttest six years later (Sigal, Wolchik, Tein, &
Sandler, 2012). Further, Stallman and Sanders (2014) found that a 12-session parenting program
for divorced parents, Family Transitions Triple P (FTTP), was connected with a reduction in child
behavior problems for children of divorce compared to a control group of children of divorce
whose parents did not receive the program. Additionally, Jones and Jablonski (1998) found that
Family-Focused Relational Psychotherapy may helpful in treating college students who have
experienced parental divorce. Family-Focused Relational Psychotherapy assesses individual ego
development, assessment of family of origin functioning, and assessment of the nature of the
parent's divorce (e.g., level of conflict) to help facilitate a corrective emotional experience for
college-aged students who have experienced parental divorce.
Pre-Divorce Parental Conflict
Researchers agree that parental conflict is associated with maladaptive outcomes for
offspring of divorce (Pan, 2014; Riggio & Valenzuela, 2011; Roth et al., 2014; Sever et al., 2007;
Short, 2002). Of all the factors that have been associated with post-divorce outcomes, I chose to
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focus on pre-divorce parental conflict because conflict and disagreement will inevitably arise in
any marriage. Additionally, college students with divorced parents are more likely to experience
higher frequency and intensity of parental conflict and higher levels of unresolved conflict than
college-students from intact families (Bickham & Fiese, 1997). However, one criticism of the
literature related to parental conflict is that conflict needs to be examined in a more nuanced way.
Currently, much of the research offers general statements about how parental conflict is
related to outcomes for offspring of divorce, but does not mention how the specific dimensions of
parental conflict are related to post-divorce outcomes. For example, certain dimensions of parental
conflict (e.g., how it is resolved) may not be related to maladaptive outcomes for college-aged
students of divorce. Rather, if parental conflict is managed or resolved in a healthy way (e.g.,
compromise) it may be related to adaptive outcomes for college-aged students of divorce. Because
most of the research that assesses parental conflict in the context of college students’ experiences
of divorce uses unidimensional assessments (e.g., frequency), existing findings may suggest
incomplete or unhelpful conclusions about how parental conflict is related to outcomes for college aged offspring of divorce. In this section, I review the existing empirical findings connected with
parental conflict and children, adolescents, and college students’ experience of divorce, nuances
of parental conflict, the multidimensional nature of conflict, resolution of conflict, and offspring's
self-blame of parental conflict.

Parental Conflict and Maladaptive Outcomes for Offspring of Divorce
Many researchers have argued that parental conflict may be associated with maladaptive
post-divorce adjustment for offspring of divorce (Pan, 2014; Riggio & Valenzuela, 2011; Roth et
al., 2014; Sever et al., 2007; Short, 2002). For example, for young adults who experienced parental
divorce, perceived conflict in their parents’ marital relationship was positively associated with
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poor coping skills (Sever et al., 2007). Additionally, Riggio and Valenzuela found that parental
conflict was associated with poorer parent-child relationships for college students who had
experienced parental divorce. Short found that higher levels of family conflict for college-aged
students who experienced parental divorce, compared to college-aged students from continuously
married parents, helped to account for their higher levels of psychological problems (e.g.,
depression, anxiety, and antisocial behavior). Additionally, conflict that is overt seems to be more
commonly associated with maladaptive relationship views (e.g., less confidence in relationship
sustainability) for female college students who have experienced parental divorce than does
conflict that is covert (Roth et al., 2014). Relevant to my focus on college students, Roth et al.
found that older siblings were more likely than younger siblings to be exposed to parental conflict.
Roth et al. posited that parents may feel more comfortable disclosing conflict to older children,
and therefore, older children may be more likely to be exposed to parental conflict.
Further, parental conflict is positively associated with maladaptive outcomes for children
and adolescents of divorce (Goeke-Morey et al., 1997; Mone, MacPhee, Anderson, & Banning,
2011; Noller et al., 2008). Lindsey et al. (2006) found that higher frequency of perceived parental
conflict was associated with lower abilities of divorced fathers and sons (i.e., aged 7-9) to resolve
their own conflicts. Parental conflict is positively associated with depression and anxiety, and
negatively associated with self-esteem for adolescents of divorce (Noller et al., 2008). GoekeMorey, Cummings, Harold, and Shelton (2003) found that the intensity level of parental conflict
was positively associated with maladaptive emotionality, self-blame, threat, and skepticism about
resolution in adolescents who had experienced parental divorce. Further, Cummings, GoekeMorey, and Papp (2004) found that fights about the child, using a sample of children 8 to 16 years
old in front of the child, whether constructive or destructive was associated with increased
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aggression in the child. Children who have directly witnessed parental conflict have exhibited
more distress than children who are not directly exposed to parental conflict (Kerig, 1996).
Mone et al. (2011) conducted a qualitative study focused on how children of divorce make
meaning of their parents' conflict prior to divorce. One participant in their study remarked that her
parents’ conflict contributed to her feeling angry and having a bad day at school when she stated,
"Sometimes I get mad…I know where I get my madness from sometimes because I do burst out
sometimes when I get really mad. It's like when [parents] fight then I'm mad, but when they're
done, I'm like [in a calm, satisfied tone] "OK" (p. 651). The same participant later expanded on
her view of her parents’ conflict when she said, "I hate it when they fight. Every
time…if…anything goes wrong before school, and…I always have a bad school day the next day.
It always happens!" (Mone et al., 2011, p. 651).
Nuances of Parental Conflict
The most common ways by which parental conflict have been measured include intensity
(e.g., hostile, verbal, or physical ways of showing conflict) and frequency (e.g., how often conflict
occurs). For example, Cui et al. (2010) found that college-aged offspring who experienced parental
divorce and observed more intense and frequent parental conflict had more pro-divorce attitudes
than young adults who experienced parental divorce and observed less intense and less frequent
instances of parental conflict. Additionally, those who experienced parental divorce and observed
more intense and more frequent parental conflict had worse relationship stability and were more
likely to report relationship dissolution, compared with the young adults who had experienced
parental divorce and observed less intense and less frequent parental conflict. Furthermore, Herzog
and Cooney (2002) found specifically that intense parental conflict was negatively associated with
non-intimate communication skills for college-aged females.
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In another example, Pan (2014) demonstrated a narrow approach to assessing parental
conflict by measuring parental conflict by only asking college-aged participants who had
experienced parental divorce whether their parents were more likely to fight with each other in the
past year compared to the previous year. Pan asked these participants this question at five separate
points in time over a period of 12 years. The sum of the five scores was the total parental conflict
score, with higher scores indicating greater parental conflict. However, Pan’s measurement of
parental conflict failed to assess for how the parental conflict was actually managed or resolved.
Pan simply measured the frequency of conflict and then drew a conclusion about how parental
conflict in general is related to outcomes for children of divorce.
These noted examples of methodology in assessing parental conflict are consistent with
Buehler et al.’s (1997) findings. More specifically, they conducted a meta-analysis on parental
conflict in youth (aged 5-18) and found that the majority of research regarding parental conflict
focused on intensity or frequency. An improvement on this approach would be an examination of
how different dimensions of parental conflict (e.g. including the management or resolution of
parental conflict and self-blame of parental conflict) may be related to outcomes for offspring of
divorce.

Multidimensional Assessment of Conflict
Marital conflict is not a global construct simply defined by frequency and intensity; rather,
it has many dimensions that have their own unique associated outcomes (Davies & Martin, 2014;
Gottman, 1994; Grych, Seid, & Fincham, 1992; Kerig, 1996). There are researchers who have
attempted to take a more nuanced look at parental conflict. For example, one researcher who has
attempted to examine parental conflict in a more nuanced way is Kerig (1996). Kerig worked to
look more dynamically at conflict focusing on four dimensions of conflict: frequency, severity,
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efficacy, and resolution. Additionally, Kerig further examined five different aspects of conflict
resolution: physical aggression, verbal aggression, collaboration, avoidance-capitulation, and
stalemate. Similarly, Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, and Sugarman (1996) examined five
dimensions of parental conflict: negotiation, psychological aggression, sexual coercion, injury, and
physical assault. Further, the emotional security theory, which I explain in detail below, attempts
to explain how different dimensions of parental conflict are related to maladaptive and adaptive
outcomes for offspring.
One multidimensional approach to conceptualizing parental conflict is three-fold including
frequency (e.g., how often parents argue), intensity (e.g., physical aggression, say mean things to
each other, yelling at each other), and how it is managed or resolved (e.g., ability to solve a problem
in a calm manner; Davies & Martin, 2014; Grych et al., 1992). Conflict that is perceived by
offspring to be intense, frequency and not resolved is positively associated with self-blame and
feeling threatened by conflict (Grych, Harold, & Miles, 2003). Additionally, poor parental conflict
resolution is negatively associated with non-intimate and intimate communication skills for
college-aged males who have experienced parental divorce (Herzog & Cooney, 2002). Thus,
rather than viewing conflict as a global construct, it is important to examine which dimensions of
parental conflict may be associated with possible maladaptive and adaptive outcomes for offspring
of divorce (Grych et al., 1992).
These multiple theories take a more nuanced look at parental conflict and point out that
conflict cannot be examined as a general construct. Rather, these multiple theories on the different
dimensions of parental conflict demonstrate that there are multiple and unique dimensions of
conflict that need to be examined. Further, these multiple theories all suggest that how conflict is
managed is what is most likely to be associated with problematic or constructive outcomes.
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Moreover, these theories highlight the importance of my emphasis on examining the multiple
dimensions of conflict and taking a more nuanced look at how each of these unique dimensions of
conflict are related to outcomes for offspring of divorce, especially resolution of conflict. Parental
conflict is a key variable in the study because it is important to understand how the unique and
separate dimensions of parental conflict are related to outcomes for offspring of divorce. The
multidimensional examination of parental conflict for college-aged offspring of divorce is a
primary contribution of the study.
Resolution of Conflict
One criticism of the existing literature related to parental conflict is that researchers often
do not examine how parents deal with or attempt to resolve conflict. While there is limited research
on how the resolution of parental conflict is associated with outcomes for offspring of divorce,
there is a theory about how parental conflict is resolved that may be associated with the likelihood
of a couple choosing to get a divorce (Gottman, 1994; Grych et al., 1992). Gottman argued that
how conflict is managed or resolved is related to outcomes for couples. In his theory of partnership
conflict management, Gottman argued that it is how conflict is dealt with, not conflict per se, that
influences the likelihood of a couple ending their relationship or getting a divorce. According to
Gottman and Silver (1999), conflict that involves criticism, contempt, defensiveness, or
stonewalling is most strongly connected with divorce or a couple ending their relationship.
Criticism involves complaining about the fundamental nature of the person. Contempt includes
making sarcastic comments, being cynical, rolling ones eyes, mocking other, and antagonistic
humor, and is considered the worst way to manage conflict as measured by its connection to the
dissolution of relationships/marriages. Defensiveness involves defending or explaining oneself in
the middle of a conflict. Finally, stonewalling involves avoiding or withdrawing from a conflict
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altogether (Gottman & Silver, 1999). Gottman’s theory about partnership conflict management
highlights the importance of looking at how resolution of parental conflict may also be associated
with various outcomes for college-aged offspring who have experienced parental divorce.
Another theory that highlights the importance of examining how conflict is resolved is the
emotional security theory. The emotional security theory holds that how parental conflict is
resolved may be key in determining whether parental conflict is associated with maladaptive
outcomes in children and the emotional security of children (Davies & Cummings, 1994). The
emotional security theory is relevant to the study because I examine how resolution of parental
conflict is associated with outcomes on offspring (i.e., posttraumatic growth and relationship with
parents). The emotional security theory attempts to explain how and why expressions of parental
conflict affect children's sense of security (Davies & Martin, 2014). According to emotional
security theory (EST), parental conflict enhances children’s susceptibility to psychological
problems by damaging the emotional security in the parent-child relationship (Davies & Martin,
2014). Further, children’s responses to parental conflict are related to their own emotional security
(Davies & Cummings, 1994). The theory suggests that repeated exposure to parental conflict that
contains anger, hostility, or physical aggression hurts children’s experience of emotional security
in the parent-child relationships (Davies & Cummings, 1994). After reviewing the literature,
Davies and Cummings (1994) also found that unresolved parental conflict was positively
associated with feelings of emotional insecurity in children.
Additionally, emotional security theory holds that the emotional insecurity that develops
when children are exposed to parental conflict may predict future adjustment problems in children
as they get older (e.g., aggression, disruptions in parent-child relationships; Davies & Cummings,
1994). For example, when children’s experience of emotional security is weakened, these children
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may develop psychological problems such as hostile processing in interpersonal settings such as
being more likely to interpret other people’s behaviors in a threatening manner and then attempting
to guard against those threats (Davies & Cummings, 1994). Moreover, emotional insecurity may
inhibit children’s academic abilities by weakening their potential to find solutions to problems
(Davies & Martin, 2014).
Emotional security theory also holds that how parental conflict is resolved may be key in
determining whether parental conflict is associated with maladaptive outcomes in children and the
emotional security of children (Davies & Cummings, 1994). For example, El-Sheikh and
Cummings (1995) found that children aged 4-10 years old who were exposed to unresolved
interadult anger (i.e., videotaped segments of unresolved anger between a couple) were less likely
to believe the couple with unresolved anger would be able to find a solution to their problem in
the future in comparison to children who were exposed to resolved interadult anger (i.e.,
videotaped segments of resolved anger between a couple). Moreover, children exposed to
unresolved interadult anger were more likely to think they would be sad when compared to
children who were exposed to resolved interadult anger. Additionally, Cummings et al. (1989)
found that children aged 4-9 years old responded more negatively (i.e., greater feelings of anger
and distress) to unresolved anger (i.e., videotaped segment between a male and female adult being
friendly at the beginning of the segment and then displaying anger at the end of the segment) than
to resolved anger (i.e., videotaped segment between a male and female adult displaying anger at
the beginning of the segment and then being friendly at the end of the segment). These studies all
suggest that whether or not a conflict is resolved may be more associated with problematic
outcomes in children who observe parental conflict, rather than simply the frequency or general
notion of parental conflict.
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Parental conflict that is resolved or managed effectively may actually be associated with
adaptive outcomes in children. Examples of constructive marital conflict resolution include
problem solving, compromise, support, verbal and physical affection, apology, and parental humor
(Cummings et al., 1991; McCoy, George, & Cummings, 2013; Miller-Graff, Cummings, &
Bergman, 2016). If parental conflict is resolved, then children may learn constructive lessons
about interpersonal conflict such as learning how to solve their own conflicts with their peers and
siblings (Davies & Cummings, 1994; Davies & Cummings, 2002). Additionally, if conflict is
resolved effectively, suggesting stability and reduced threat, then that resolution of conflict may
be associated with a reduction in children’s emotional distress (Davies & Cummings, 1994). For
example, after reviewing the literature, Davies and Cummings (1994) found that parental conflict
that was resolved was associated with children responding in an emotionally adaptive manner.
Additionally, McCoy Cummings, and Davies (2009) found that parental constructive conflict
resolution was positively associated with their children exhibiting prosocial behavior and being
more emotionally secure. Similarly, Miller-Graff et al. (2016) found that constructive conflict
behaviors were associated with lower adolescent insecurity and lower internalizing symptoms
(e.g., depression, anxiety). Parental constructive conflict resolution has been associated with
adaptive emotions (e.g., happiness) in children (Cummings, Goeke-Morey, & Papp, 2003). When
parental conflict is resolved effectively, children may also realize conflict is not necessarily
maladaptive, but an inherent element of developing solutions to problems between family member
and enhanced ability to relate to each other (Davies & Cummings, 1994).
Thus, how parental conflict is resolved, rather than conflict in general, may be more
relevant to outcomes of offspring. Possible reasons for why conflict resolution may be connected
with adaptive outcomes in offspring include the ending of the emotional unpleasantness of conflict,
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the risk of conflict escalating is no longer present, children do not need to be exposed to additional
conflict, parents can be more emotionally supportive after the conflict, and the conflict probably
does not risk the long term stability of the family (Davies & Cummings, 1994). Further, these
findings related to how conflict resolution is connected to adaptive outcomes in offspring suggest
the importance of viewing conflict in a multidimensional and more nuanced manner rather than
simply looking at the relationship between parental conflict in general or the frequency of parental
conflict and its association with outcomes on offspring. Another dimension of parental conflict
that might be related to outcomes for offspring is whether the offspring believe they are to be
blamed for their parents' conflict, which I describe in detail below.
Offspring's Self-blame of Parental Conflict
Moreover, there is research that suggests an association between children's self-blame and
feeling caught in the middle of parental conflict and problematic outcomes for children (Bachman,
2007; Ghazarian and Buehler, 2010; Grych, Fincham, Jouriles, and McDonald, 2000). For
example, Valls-Vidal et al. (2016), found that parental divorce was significantly associated with
the presence of children being caught between parents (e.g., "I feel caught between my mother and
father") and parental pressure (e.g., either parent putting stress on the child to make them align
with one parent and not the other parent). Further, Bachman studied a sample of high school
students who had experienced parental divorce and found a significant negative correlation
between adolescents' self-blame for their parents' conflict and their own social skills. Bachman
further examined the relationship between adolescents' self-blame of their parents' conflict (e.g.,
my parents' arguments are usually about something I did) and those adolescents own social skills
as measured by self-report (e.g., I look at people when I am talking to them, I act like a bully) and
their social skills as reported by teachers (e.g., makes other people laugh, gets into fights). The
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more likely the adolescents were to blame themselves for their parents' conflict, the less likely they
were to have greater social skills. Further, Ghazarian and Buehler found a significant negative
association between self-blame of interparental conflict and academic achievement (i.e., end-ofyear grades in language arts, reading, math, social studies, and science) in sixth graders.
Thus, offsprings' perception that they are being blamed for their parents' conflict may be a
unique dimension of parental conflict that is associated with problematic outcomes. These findings
highlight the importance of my emphasis on examining the multiple dimensions of conflict and
add credence to my decision to include self-blame of parental conflict as a variable in the study.

Perceptions of Gains and Losses, Divorce, and College Students
Previous research suggests that college students’ perceived gains related to their parents’
divorce are associated with adaptive outcomes, while perceived losses are connected with
maladaptive outcomes (Halligan et al., 2014; Harvey & Fine, 2010; Miles, 2011). According to
Harvey and Fine (2010), parental divorce can result in both gains and losses for offspring of
divorce. They argued that it is important to assess for both gains and losses in offspring in order to
better understand the wide variety of outcomes related to parental divorce. Further, helping college
students focus on the gains of their parents’ divorce may help them experience more adaptive
outcomes, such as posttraumatic growth or improved relationships with their parents (Halligan et
al., 2014; Miles, 2011). In this section, I review the empirical findings on the gains and losses
college students perceive as connected with parental divorce, offer criticisms of prior research that
has focused on assessing gains and losses of college students with divorced parents, and provide
an explanation of how the study addressed many of these criticisms.
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Gains and Losses of College Students of Divorce : Empirical Findings
College-aged offspring of divorce have reported experiencing certain gains as a result of
their parents’ divorce (Halligan et al., 2014; Harvey & Fine 2010; Miles, 2011; Sever et al., 2007).
For example, Sever et al. found that 44% of their young adult participants reported that their
parents’ divorce involved more gains than losses, and less than 25% reported that their parents’
divorce resulted in more maladaptive than adaptive outcomes. Halligan et al. examined the
possible perceived gains of college students with divorced parents. These researchers found that
65.63% endorsed that they were now more compassionate and 53.51% agreed that they were now
less reliant on their parents and more independent than they had been before the divorce. Perceived
gains of divorce may also include feeling closer to a parent, perception that a mother or father is
happier, or having more compassion for other people going through a difficult time. Other gains
reported by college-aged offspring of divorce included enhanced time with a parent, stepparent,
new brothers or sisters, and gaining access to resources that a stepparent might have (Halligan et
al., 2014). Additionally, Miles found positive relationships between both perceived gains
associated with parental divorce, and hardiness and posttraumatic growth in college students who
had experienced parental divorce.
By contrast, college-aged offspring of divorced parents have also reported experiencing
certain losses as a result of their parents’ divorce (Harvey & Fine 2010; Marwit & Carusa, 1998;
Miles, 2011; Shulman, Scharf, Lumer & Maurer, 2001). For example, parental divorce has been
connected with loss of contact or reduced contact with a parent. Additionally, Harvey and Fine
found that parental divorce was associated with a number of secondary (i.e., subsequent in time)
losses such as the collapse of the idea of a perfect family and the forfeiture of closeness with a
parent. Shulman et al. (2001) found that college students who experienced parental divorce
indicated losses such as disappointed expectations that their parents would remain married, aborted
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notions of what might have come about from their continued relationship, and the belief that one
is no longer going to achieve certain goals as a result of the parental divorce (Shulman et al., 2001).
One criticism I offer of prior research that has used gains of college students of divorce is
that gains have not been examined in a nuanced way. Many of the researchers used perceived gains
of divorce as an outcome variable. For instance, researchers asked participants what gains they
experienced as a result of their parents’ divorce. This research may be helpful because it allows
offspring of divorce to recognize that gains are possible through their parents’ divorce. However,
it is incomplete because it does not address how the perception of gains related to parental divorce
may be a moderator between the experience of divorce and maladaptive and adaptive outcomes.
Such an approach is essential to determine if perceptions of gains could potentially be an effective
focus for clinical interventions.
The study improved upon past research because I examined perceptions of gains connected
with parental divorce in a more nuanced way. I used perception of gains as an independent and
moderating variable rather than simply examining it as an outcome or dependent variable. In
addition, rather than viewing gains as a unidimensional variable, I used a more nuanced and
multidimensional approach to assessing possible existential (e.g., appreciation for life, hope,
purpose in life), friendship (e.g., time spent with friends, ability to interact socially), and romantic
gains (e.g., quality of romantic relationships, sexual pleasure). Further, I examined how these
perceptions of gains (i.e., existential, friendship, romantic) might interact with specific pre-divorce
parental conflict dimensions (i.e., frequency, intensity, resolution, self-blame).

Perception of Gains and Posttraumatic Growth
Although the constructs of perceptions of gains and posttraumatic growth are similar, they
are also distinct. The main similarity is that they both have strong positive valence and that is tied
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back to individuals' perceptions of a specific life event. However, one significant difference is that
perception of gains is a more fluid perception than posttraumatic growth. The level of perceived
gains (e.g., change in quantity of friendships) related to a specific event may and likely does shift
and change with time and experience. Alternatively, posttraumatic growth involves a much more
narrow, deeper, and qualitative shift in how people fundamentally view themselves and/or view
life (e.g., appreciation for life). Posttraumatic growth is more stable and lasting than is the
perception of gains. A focus of the study was to examine potential associations between more
transient perceptions of gains and the more stable construct of posttraumatic growth. The
relationship between these constructs could have clinical relevance because if clinicians can help
clients identify possible gains related to their parents' divorce, then they may be able to help clients
experience more long-lasting growth or a fundamental change in the way they view themselves or
their lives.

Summary, Research Questions, and Hypotheses
The primary purpose of the present study was to interpret the associations among the
variables of perception of pre-divorce parental conflict dimensions, perception of gains related to
parental divorce, posttraumatic growth, and relationship quality with parents. In addition, I
assessed whether there were differences in pre-divorce parental conflict dimensions, perception of
gains, posttraumatic growth, and relationship quality with parents between college students who
had experienced parental divorce or separation compared to college students who had not
experienced parental divorce or separation. I used this approach because of the potential it had to
generate findings that could (a) assist clinicians in working with college students who present to
counseling in connection with parental divorce and (b) help researchers develop a more nuanced
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understanding of factors related to maladaptive and adaptive outcomes associated with parental
divorce. My examination was guided by the following research questions and hypotheses.

Group Differences Based on Parent Marital Status
Research question one and the corresponding hypotheses were focused on whether
perceptions of parental conflict, perception of gains, posttraumatic growth, and current relationship
quality with parents varied with regard to the parent marital status of college-aged students. My
exact question is below:
Research Question 1. Do perceptions of parental conflict dimensions (i.e., frequency, intensity,
resolution of conflict, self-blame of conflict), perceptions of gains (i.e., existential, friendship,
romantic), posttraumatic growth, and current quality of relationships with both parents vary based
on parent marital status (i.e., parents divorced vs. parents married)?
H1a. Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will perceive greater
levels of frequency of parental conflict (pre-divorce), greater intensity of
parental conflict (pre-divorce), lower levels of parents’ ability to resolve
conflict (pre-divorce), and greater levels of self-blame of parental conflict (predivorce) than their peers who have not experienced parental divorce.
H1b. Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will exhibit a lower
quality of relationship with their parents than their peers who have not
experienced parental divorce.
H1c. Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will exhibit more gains
related to their parents’ divorce than their peers who have not experienced
parental divorce, but have experienced an impactful family-related stressor.
H1d. Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will exhibit more
posttraumatic growth related to their parents’ divorce than their peers who have
not experienced parental divorce, but have experienced an impactful familyrelated stressor.
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Relationships among pre -divorce parental conflict, gains, posttraumatic growth, and parentchild relationship quality
My second research question focused on whether college students’ perceptions of predivorce parental conflict dimensions were associated with current posttraumatic growth and
current relationship quality with parents. My third research question was focused on whether
college students’ perceptions of current gains connected with parental divorce were associated
with current posttraumatic growth and current relationship quality with parents. My fourth
research question was focused on whether the interactions between perception of pre-divorce
parental conflict dimensions and perception of gains associated with parental divorce would
make a unique contribution to posttraumatic growth and relationship quality with parents above
and beyond the contribution of each parental conflict variable and each gain variable
individually.
Research Question 2. Are perceptions of pre-divorce parental conflict dimensions (i.e.,
frequency, intensity, resolution, self-blame of conflict) of college students who have experienced
parental divorce associated with posttraumatic growth and current relationship quality with both
parents?
H2a. Frequency, intensity, and self-blame of pre-divorce parental conflict will
be negatively associated with posttraumatic growth and supportive interactions
with both mother and father.
H2b. Frequency, intensity, and self-blame of pre-divorce parental conflict will
be positively associated with negative interactions with both mother and father.
H2c. Parental ability to resolve pre-divorce conflict will be positively
associated with posttraumatic growth and supportive interactions with both
mother and father
H2d. Parental ability to resolve pre-divorce conflict will be negatively
associated with negative interactions with both mother and father.
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Research Question 3. Are perceptions of gains (i.e., existential, friendship, and romantic)
attributed to parental divorce associated with posttraumatic growth and current relationship
quality with both parents?
H3a. Existential, friendship, and romantic gains will be negatively associated
with negative interactions with both mother and father.
H3b. Existential, friendship, and romantic gains will be positively associated
with posttraumatic growth.
H3c. Existential, friendship, and romantic gains will be positively associated
with supportive interactions with both mother and father.
Research Question 4. Do the relationships between perception of pre-divorce parental conflict
dimensions (i.e., frequency, intensity, resolution, and self-blame of conflict) and perceptions of
gains associated with parental divorce (i.e., existential, friendship, romantic) make a unique
contribution to posttraumatic growth and relationship quality with parents above and beyond the
contribution of each variable individually? (See Figures 1& 2)
Research Question 4 is exploratory in that the existing theoretical and empirical literature
do not offer clear direction regarding the expected findings.
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Figure 1. Relationship Between Independent Variables and Posttraumatic Growth

Figure 2. Relationship Between Independent Variables and Relationship Quality with Parents
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CHAPTER 3. METHOD

In this chapter, I explain the method of the study. I start with details about the participants
and then I provide a description of each instrument and an overview of the recruitment and data
collection procedures. Finally, I provide details regarding the analyses I used for the research
questions and test the associated hypotheses.
Participants
The final sample (N = 430) for this web-based study consisted of domestic students in
college between the ages of 18 to 25 years old. The age range for student was 18 to 25 years old
with a mean age of 20.03 (SD = 1.34). There were 123 (28.6%) males and 303 (70.5%) females.
The majority of participants, 377 (87.7%), were White/European American (not of Hispanic
origin), and 17 (4.0%) were biracial/multiracial, 11 (2.6%) were Hispanic/Latino American, 10
(2.3%) were African American, and 9 (2.1%) were Asian American. Regarding year in school,
146 (34.0%) participants were first-year undergraduates, 123 (28.6%) were sophomores, 88
(20.5%) were juniors, and 73 (17.0%) were seniors. Regarding sexual orientation, 377 (87.7%)
identified as heterosexual, 6 (1.4%) as gay or lesbian, 16 (3.7%) as bisexual, and 31 (7.2%)
participants identified as other underrepresented sexual orientations. Regarding current student
status, 426 (99.1%) participants were full-time students and 4 (.9%) were part-time students.
Regarding parental marital status, 297 (69.1%) participants’ parents were married, 10 (2.3%)
participants’ parents were separated but married, 48 (11.2%) participants’ parents were divorced
with both parents unmarried, 32 (7.4%) participants’ parents were divorced with mother remarried,
22 (5.1%) participants’ parents were divorced with father remarried, and 21 (4.9%) participants’
were divorced with both parents remarried. Further, the average GPA for the whole sample was
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3.23. For those participants whose parents were divorced, the average GPA was 3.12. For those
participants who did not experience parental divorce, the average GPA was 3.28.
For those participants whose parents were divorced, their mean age at the time of the initial
parental separation was 9.1 (Range = 0 - 24; SD = 5.87) and their mean age at the time of the final
parental divorce was 9.2 (Range = 0 - 21; SD = 5.79). Additionally, 28 (21.1%) participants
reported the divorce/separation was not at all traumatic, 35 (26.3%) indicated slightly traumatic,
34 (25.6%) indicated moderately traumatic, 23 (17.3%) indicated highly traumatic, and 13 (9.8%)
indicated extremely traumatic. Further, 99 (74.4%) participants lived with their mother, 21 (15.8%)
lived with their father, and 13 (9.8%) lived with someone other than their mother or father.
For those who did not experience parental divorce, the mean age at the time of their most
impactful family-related stressor was 14.38 (Range = 1-22; SD = 4.80). The top five impactful
family-related stressors in the study included death of a family member, 48 (16.2%), parental
pressure, 46 (15.5%), family illness, 43 (14.5%), living away from family, 37 (12.5%), parental
conflict, 33 (11.1%), and family financial problems, 31 (10.4%). Additionally, for those
participants who parents were not divorced, but reported on their most impactful family-related
stressor, 31 (10.4%) participants reported their family-related stressor was not at all traumatic, 74
(17.2%) indicated slightly traumatic, 111 (25.8%) indicated moderately traumatic, 65 (15.1%)
indicated highly traumatic, and 16 (3.7%) indicated extremely traumatic.

Measures
This section contains information about the measures I used to gather data from
participants. These measures include a demographic form and four instruments that assessed the
primary study variables: perception of pre-divorce parental conflict, perceived gains associated
with parental divorce, posttraumatic growth, and parent-child relationship quality.
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Demographic/Background questionnaire
I collected demographic and background information, including age, sex, race/ethnicity, year in
school, sexual orientation, current student status, and parental status (Appendix A). Additiona lly,
participants whose parents divorced indicated their age at the time of the divorce, how traumatic
they considered their parents' divorce, and whom they considered part of their family before the
divorce. Participants also indicated whether their parents had remarried and if they were currently
married.
Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale
The Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale (CPIC) is a 48-item scale that
measures different aspects of marital conflict from the child’s perspective (Grych, Seid, &
Fincham, 1992; Appendix B). Although the CPIC has primarily been used with children and
adolescence, its use with college students has been established in the literature (Nigg, Nikolas,
Miller, Burt, Klump, & Von Eye, 2009; Reese-Weber & Hesson-McInnis, 2008).
The CPIC includes five factors (i.e., conflict, threat, self-blame, triangulation, and stability)
and nine specific subscales. For the present study, I used the conflict factor and the three associated
subscales of that factor, as well as the self-blame factor and its self-blame subscale which only
included 24 of the 48 items. I used these factors and sub-scales because they seemed to be most
associated with outcomes for college students of divorce. However, I offer a concise description
of each factor. The conflict properties factor on the CPIC assesses the frequency, intensity, and
resolution of marital conflict. It consists of three subscales: (a) frequency (six items; e.g., “They
may not think I know it, but my parents argue or disagree a lot.”), (b) intensity (seven items; e.g.,
“My parents have broken or thrown things during an argument.”), and (c) resolution (six items;
e.g., “When my parents have an argument they usually work it out.” (Grych et al., 1992). The
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threat factor assesses how threatened the child feels and the child’s capability to cope with the
conflict. It consists of two subscales: (a) threat (six items; e.g., “When my parents argue, I am
afraid that something bad will happen.”) and (b) coping efficacy (six items; e.g., “When my parents
argue there’s nothing I can do to make myself feel better.”). The self-blame factor assesses the
child’s belief that he or she is to blame for the conflict. It consists of two subscales: (a) content
(four items; e.g., “My parents’ arguments are usually about something I did.”) and (b) self-blame
(five items; e.g., “Even if they don’t say it, I know I’m to blame when my parents argue.”). The
triangulation factor assesses whether the child feels like he or she is caught in the middle of the
parents’ conflict. This factor does not have any subscales, and an example item is: “I feel caught
in the middle when my parents argue.” The stability factor assesses how chronic or permanent the
parents’ conflict is. It consists of no subscales, and has four items: (e.g., “My parents have
arguments because they are not happy together” (Grych et al., 1992). Regardless of the subscale,
participants rate items using a 3-point scale from 1 = true, 2 = sort of true, to 3 = false. Higher
scores indicate greater levels of the construct assessed.
Research indicates that scores on the CPIC are both reliable and valid. Researchers have
found internal consistency for the four subscales: frequency = .86, intensity = .89, resolution = .91,
and self-blame = .76 (Grych et al., 1992; Reese-Weber & Hesson-McInnis, 2008). Internal
consistency for scores using the current sample were .87 for the frequency, .86 for intensity, .89
for resolution, and .73 for self-blame. With regard to validity, Bickham and Fiese (1997) found
that the conflict factor was negatively related to competence (r = -.24, p < .10). In addition, the
subscales of the conflict factor (i.e., frequency of conflict, intensity conflict, poorly resolved
conflict resolution) were all positively correlated with parent and teacher reports of externalizing
problems and child reports of internalizing problems (Grych et. al, 1992). Additionally, the self-
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blame factor was positively correlated with the degree to which children are seen at fault for
conflicts after the same children viewed taped vignettes of marital conflict (Grych et. al, 1992).

Perceived Impact of Life Events Scale : College Version
The College Version of the Perceived Impact of Life Events Scale (PILES) is a 22-item
scale that measures the multidimensional level of gains and losses individuals perceive in
connection to a particular life event (Servaty-Seib, 2014; Appendix C). Participants identify a
single life event and then mark the level of gains and/or losses they associate with that life event.
The PILES has both an original adult version and a college–student version. The original 29-item
version of the PILES was developed using a wide age range of adults (i.e., 18 to 95 years of age)
and has four factors (i.e., existential, career, romantic/sexual and discretionary time; Servaty-Seib,
2014).

The PILES: College Version has three factors including existential, friendship, and

romantic relationships and sexual functioning (Miller & Servaty-Seib, 2016). For the college
version, the existential factor consists of ten items and generally assesses purpose and meaning in
life and also taps into the ability to control one's life (e.g., “meaning in life”, “ability to think
clearly”). The friendship factor consists of six items and focuses on quality and quantity of
friendships, sense of belonging, and levels of social support (e.g., “quality of friendships”, “ability
to interact socially”). The romantic relationships and sexual functioning factor consists of six items
and is focused on quality of intimate relationships and sexual pleasure (e.g., “sexual functioning”,
“marital/relationships situation”).
Participants rate each item on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (extreme loss) to 7 (extreme
gain). Based on this scaling approach, high scores on the PILES overall and for each of the three
subscales indicate greater gains in that life domain. For the present study, I used the college
version of the PILES to measure scores for each factor (i.e., existential, friendship, romantic
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relationship and sexual functioning). If participants experienced parental divorce, they responded
to the items based on that life event. If they had not experienced parental divorce, they indicate d
their most impactful family-related stressor (e.g., death of a family member, family member
moving, parental pressure) and then responded to items based on that life event.
Scores on the PILES College Version have demonstrated reliability and validity.
Cronbach’s alpha for scores on each subscale were existential (α = .89), friendship (α = .89), and
romantic relationships and sexual functioning (α = .85; Miller & Servaty-Seib, 2016). The internal
consistency for scores using the current sample was .87 for existential, .83 for friendship, and .68
for romantic relationships and sexual functioning. Miller and Servaty-Seib (2016) reverse scored
all of the items so that high scores indicated greater loss. They found that existential and friendship
losses were significantly and negatively associated with institutional belongingness.
Posttraumatic Growth Inventory
The Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI) is a 21-item scale that measures personal
growth after a highly stressful situation (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). According to Tedeschi and
Calhoun, the PTGI “measures the extent to which survivors of traumatic events perceive personal
benefits, including changes in perceptions of self, relationships with others, and philosophy of life,
accruing from their attempts to cope with trauma and its aftermath” (p. 458). Although traumatic
is in the title, the event does not have to be traumatic by modern psychiatric definitions; it only
requires highly stressful life circumstances (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).
Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) developed the PTGI to assess posttraumatic growth and it
appears to be an appropriate fit for investigating parental divorce. When Tedeschi and Calhoun
(1996) developed the PTGI they included individuals in their sample who had experienced
separation or divorce of their parents. Thus, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) considered parental
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divorce as an event that could be associated with posttraumatic growth. Although the PTGI has
five subscales, I only used the total score in the present study. However, I offer example items
from each of the subscales to indicate the range of content of the items. The five subscales include
relating to others (e.g., “I learned a great deal about how wonderful people are”), new possibilit ies
(e.g., “New opportunities are available which wouldn’t have been otherwise”), personal strength
(e.g., “Knowing I can handle difficulties”), spiritual change (e.g., “I have a stronger religious faith),
appreciation of life (e.g., “An appreciation for the value of my own life”).
Participants rate items using a 6-point scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 5 (a great degree).
High scores indicate greater levels of personal growth after a highly stressful event. If participants
experienced parental divorce, they responded to the items based on that life event. If they had not
experienced parental divorce, they indicated their most impactful family-related stressor (e.g.,
death of a family member, financial loss, parental pressure) and then responded to items based on
that life event.
Scores on the PTGI display reliability and validity. Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996) found an
internal consistency of .90 for total scores and a test-retest reliability of r = .71 using a sample of
college students. The internal consistency of the current sample was .93. In terms of validity,
Tedeschi and Calhoun found that scores on the PTGI were positively related to optimism,
extraversion, and a tendency to be open to internal experience. The PTGI is also not related to
social desirability or neuroticism (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996).
The Network of Relationships Inventory: Behavioral Systems Version
The Network of Relationships Inventory: Behavioral Systems Version (NRI-BSV) is a 24item scale that measures supportive and negative interactions in all close relationships, including
the parent-child relationship (Furman & Buhrmester, 2009). I used it to measure supportive
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interaction between mother and child, supportive interaction between father and child, negative
interaction between mother and child, and negative interaction between father and child to assess
relationship quality of the parent-child relationship. The supportive interaction scale assesses the
degree to which a parent and child seek a safe haven and secure base with each other and their
degree of companionship (e.g., “How much do you seek out this person when you’re upset?” and
“How much does this person show support for your activities?”) The negative interaction scale
assesses conflict, criticism, and antagonism between a parent and child (e.g., “How much do you
and this person argue with each other” and “How much do you and this person criticize each
other?”).
Participants rate items using a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (little or none) to 5 (the most).
High scores on the supportive interaction scale indicate more supportive interactions. High scores
on the negative interaction scale indicate more negative interaction. For the present study, I used
the specific scores for both the supportive interaction scale between mother and child, supportive
interaction scale between father and child, negative interaction scale between mother and child,
and negative interaction scale between father and child, resulting in a total of four subscales.
In terms of psychometrics, scores on the NRI-BSV have displayed reliability and validity.
Furman and Buhrmester (2009) found an internal consistency of .94 for supportive interaction
between mother and child, .95 for supportive interaction between father and child, .93 for negative
interaction between mother and child, and .93 for negative interaction between father and child for
the NRI-BSV using a sample of adolescents. The scores were also relatively stable over a one-year
period with r = .70 for the supportive interaction scale and r = .55 for the negative interaction scale
with p < .01. The internal consistency for scores using the current sample for the supportive
interaction scale between mother and child was .95, for the supportive interaction scale between
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father and child was .95, for the negative interaction scale between mother and child was .94, and
for the negative interaction scale between father and child was .96. With regard to validity, Furman
and Buhrmester found that adolescents’ and mothers’ perceptions of the supportive interaction
scale and negative interaction scale in their relationships were significantly related, and that
adolescents’ and fathers’ perceptions of the supportive interaction scale and negative interaction
scale in their relationships were significantly related.

Procedure
Before collecting data, I approached the university’s Institutional Review Board for the use
of human subjects and sought exemption in order to conduct the study. Once IRB exemption status
was established, I sent the recruitment email (Appendix E) to the Office of the Registrar.
Participants were recruited via a listserv of students (i.e., WebServ, the Office of the Registrar’s
online information system) attending a Midwestern university. A member of the Registrar’s office
staff emailed the recruitment email to a sample of 8,000 domestic college students, randomly
picked, aged 18 to 25 years old.
After viewing the email, students clicked on the hyperlink to access the online survey,
which I created using the Qualtrics survey system. An information letter (Appendix F) describing
the purpose and nature of the study was presented first. Participants agreed to participate by
clicking the “I wish to participate in this study” button and then were directed to the questionnaire,
or the “I do not wish to participate in this study” button if they chose not to participate in the study.
Participants completed the questionnaire and submitted it via the button on the final page of the
survey. At the end of this survey, participants were given the opportunity to click on a link to
provide their email address for entrance into a random drawing.

Participants were offered an

incentive for participation, that is, to have a chance to be in a drawing for one of four $25
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Amazon.com gift certificates. Specifically, those who completed part of or the whole survey were
able to be in a drawing for one of four $25 Amazon.com electronic gift cards. The email addresses
and names of participants who decided to enter in the drawing for an electronic gift card were not
matched to their responses in order to protect the confidentiality of the students who participated
in the drawing.
To ensure confidentiality, the data were only accessible to my research advisor and myself .
I did not collect any identifying information from students who participated. I kept the responses
on a secure computer that I protected with a password.
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CHAPTER 4. RESULTS

In this chapter, I present the results of the study. First, I describe the data screening and
preliminary analyses I. Then, I provide the findings relevant to my research questions and
hypotheses

Data Screening and Preliminary Analyses
Of the original 8,000 participants who were sent the recruitment email, 512 responded by
at least starting the survey (6.4% response rate). Of those 512, I excluded 19 respondents because
they did not complete one or more of the measures needed for data analyses, 39 respondents
because they had invariant responses (e.g., they gave the same answer to every question on a
measure), and 3 respondents because they did not meet the domestic student criteria. I then
conducted procedures for missing data. None of the participants were missing more than 5% of
the total number of items in the survey for the remaining cases. In fact, the manual inspection
actually indicated that only one item was missing from only one participant. Because only one
item was missing from one participant, there was no pattern for the missing data and the missing
data point could be assumed to be missing at random. I used linear trend at point to impute this
missing data point (n = 1) to retain as much power as possible.
After I imputed the missing data point, I examined the data to identify univariate and
multivariate outliers. Specifically, I used boxplots generated by SPSS to visually examine the data
for extreme scores on each of the 12 variables (i.e., frequency of conflict, intensity of conflict,
resolution of conflict, self-blame, existential gains, friendship gains, romantic gains, posttraumatic
growth, supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with mother, supportive
interaction with father, negative interaction with father). Values more than three interquartile
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ranges, computed from Tukey's hinges, denoted with an asterisk (*), were considered extreme
scores and outliers. I found and removed 18 extreme univariate outliers including 1 for self-blame,
13 for romantic gains, 3 for negative interaction with mother, and 1 for negative interaction with
father. I also eliminated three extreme multivariate outliers, as indicated by Mahalanobis distance.
The final sample size was 430 participants (i.e., 297 participants with married parents and 133
participants with divorced parents).
I then inspected the data to make sure the assumptions (i.e., normal distribution, linearity,
homoscedasticity, multicollinearity) of the analyses used to address my research questions were
met. I first examined the data for the whole sample (i.e., participants with married and divorced
parents) used in RQ1. Then, I examined the data for the reduced sample (i.e., only participants
with divorced parents) used for RQ2-4.
To assess normality of distribution, I examined for possible skewness and kurtosis for the
12 primary variables using the whole sample (i.e., RQ1) and found that there was skewness and
kurtosis. Values greater than 1.5 and less than -1.5 were considered significant (Mangiafico, 2016).
More specifically, the analyses indicated significant skewness and kurtosis for self-blame
(skewness = 1.76; kurtosis = 2.72), significant kurtosis for romantic gains (skewness = -.16;
kurtosis = 1.84), significant kurtosis for negative interaction with mother (skewness = 1.49;
kurtosis = 2.39), and significant skewness and kurtosis for negative interaction with father
(skewness = 1.89; kurtosis = 3.28). I used a logarithm transformation to reach normality for these
variables. After using a logarithm transformation, there was no longer significant skewness or
kurtosis for self-blame (skewness = 1.34; kurtosis = .81), negative interaction with mother
(skewness = .63; kurtosis = -.27), and negative interaction with father (skewness = 1.06; kurtosis
= .24). However, there was still kurtosis for romantic gains (skewness = -1.04; kurtosis = 2.90). I
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performed further analyses to examine whether the transformations resulted in significant changes
in the relationships among the variables. The correlation matrices for the original versus
transformed data showed that the relationships among variables did not differ with respect to
direction, strength, or significance. Thus, I used the original data for all subsequent analyses.
According to Osborne (2002), transformed data should be used only when there is a definite
necessity for the transformed data because data transformations can alter the fundamental nature
of the data.
I then inspected the data for just the divorced sample (i.e., RQ2-4) for possible skewness
and kurtosis and found no extreme values for skewness or kurtosis. More specifically, the
distributions for the five primary variables (i.e., posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with
mother, negative interaction with mother, supportive interaction with father, and negative
interaction with father) were normative.
I then inspected the data to ensure the assumption of homoscedasticity for MANOVA were
met. I examined for possible homoscedasticity for the whole sample by performing a box test of
equality of covariance for the 12 primary variables used in RQ1. Using the Levene test, I assessed
which of the 12 primary variables violated the homoscedasticity assumption. The Levene test
indicated I needed to transform resolution of conflict, self-blame, existential gains, friendship
gains, romantic gains, supportive interaction with mother, and negative interaction with father. I
transformed the data using log transformations for these dependent variables (DVs) that violated
the assumption of equality of variances with the intention of solving the inequality of variances.
The log transformation corrected unequal variances on three variables: resolution of conflict, selfblame, and existential gains. The log transformation did not correct the unequal variances on
friendship gains, romantic gains, supportive interaction with mother, and negative interaction with
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father. Therefore, I used the transformed variables corrected by the log transformation for
resolution of conflict, self-blame, and existential gains, because the log transformation corrected
with unequal variances. I used the non-transformed variables for friendship gains, romantic gains,
supportive interaction with mother, and negative interaction with father because the log
transformation did not correct the unequal variances. According to Tabachnick and Fidell (2013)
and Allen and Bennett (2008), it is acceptable to proceed with a MANOVA even if the assumption
of homoscedasticity is not met for all DVs.
I then inspected the data for just the divorced sample (i.e., RQ2-4) for homoscedasticity
and found no violations. More specifically, the variances of the five primary variables (i.e.
posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with mother,
supportive interaction with father, and negative interaction with father) were equal enough.
In order to examine the data for possible multicollinearity, I performed correlations among
all of the primary variables for the whole group and for those whose parents were divorced (see
Table 1). None of the variables were correlated at .90 or above initially indicating no concerns
about multicollinearity (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). However, frequency and intensity were
significantly and positively associated with each other. Although they did not reach the level of
correlation indicating multicollinearity as suggested by Tabachnick and Fidell (2013), they were
positively and significantly correlated at .83. Researchers who take a conservative approach to
diagnosing multicollinearity suggest that when correlations between the primary variables of a
regression are at .70 or higher, there may be multicollinearity (Yu, Jiang, and Land, 2015). Thus,
with the assistance of my dissertation committee, I determined to address the multicollinearity
between frequency and intensity by combining these variables into one variable, "combined
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frequency and intensity." I used this combined variable in my regression analysis using to address
RQ3-4.
Scores on all of the variables for the whole sample indicated acceptable internal
consistency (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). There was one variable (romantic and sexual gains) with
a Cronbach's alpha at .68. While previous research suggests that having a Cronbach's alpha above
.70 is preferable, previous research maintains it is acceptable to have a Cronbach alpha of .60 or
even lower (Aron & Aron, 1999; Hair et al., 2006). Thus, scores on all of the variables for the
whole sample indicated acceptable internal consistency. Table 2 contains descriptive statistics for
the primary variables based on the whole sample.
I then examined the observed power. The MANOVA analysis generated a power of 1.000.
The power for my hierarchical multiple regression with all seven variables and 12 interaction terms
was .80. The power for my posttraumatic growth regression was .99, supportive interaction with
mother was .94, negative interaction with mother was .89, supportive interaction with father was
.79, and negative interaction with father was .99.

Table 1
Bivariate Correlations of 12 Primary Variables for Divorced Sample and Whole Sample
Variables

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

1. Conflict Frequency

-

.77**

.16

.06

.03

-.01

.23*

.13

.17

-.02

.30**

2. Conflict Intensity

.83**

-

.13

.12

.09

-.04

.28**

.07

.19*

-.11

.35**

3. Conflict Resolution

.76**
.32**

-.11

-.17

-.05

.03

.23**

-.13

-.12

.12

4. Self-blame

.80**
.31**

.76**
.69**
-

-

-.11

-.09

-.03

.15

-.07

.27**

-.04

5. Existential Gains

-.06

-.05

.26**
-.02

.28**
.19*

-

.72**

.55**

.32**

.18*

-.07

.13

-.07

6. Friendship Gains

-.06

-.00

.04

.64**

-

.56**

.20**

.18*

-.30

.22**

-.03

7. Romantic Gains

.14**
.11*

.15**

.39**

.48**

-

.21*

.06

-.15

.17*

-.06

8. Posttraumatic Growth

.14**
.08

.18**
.16**
-.08

-.05

.08

.26**

.29**

.14**

-

.36**

-.07

.11

.27**

9. Supportive Inter Mother

-.08

-.06

.07

-.09

.17**

.20**

.11*

.36**

-

.01

.18*

10. Negative Inter Mother

.23**

.22**

-.18**

.30**

-.10*

-.07

-.10*

.01

.22*

-.02

11. Supportive Inter Father

.27**
.37**

.28**

.38**

-.12*

.13**

.19**

.16**

.20**

.23**
.34**

.27**
.07

-

.25**
-

12. Negative Inter Father

.39**

.28** -.12*
-.06
-.07
.12*
.09
.11*
.36**
.28**
Note. Top correlations are for participants with divorced parents (n = 133) and bottom correlations are for whole sample (n = 430).
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Table 2
Descriptive Data for Primary Variables for Whole Sample
Variable

Mean

SD

Median

Minimum

Maximum

Conflict Frequency

12.18

3.48

12.00

6.00

18.00

Conflict Intensity

13.10

4.41

13.00

7.00

21.00

Conflict Resolution

12.84

4.01

13.5

6.00

18.00

Self-blame

6.06

1.66

5.00

5.00

14.00

Existential Gains

41.20

8.80

41.00

12.00

68.00

Friendship Gains

23.52

5.66

24.00

6.00

42.00

Romantic Gains

23.57

3.48

24.00

12.00

36.00

Posttraumatic Growth

64.09

22.58

63.00

24.00

123.00

Supportive Interaction with
Mother
Negative Interaction with
Mother
Supportive Interaction with
Father
Negative Interaction with
Father

42.47

14.06

41.00

15.00

75.00

15.12

6.19

14.00

9.00

42.00

33.36

13.41

32.00

15.00

75.00

14.77

7.89

12.00

9.00

45.00
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I performed a series of MANOVAs to determine whether the primary variables (i.e.
frequency of conflict, intensity of conflict, resolution of conflict, self-blame, existential gains,
friendship gains, romantic gains, posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother,
negative interaction with mother supportive interaction with father, negative interaction with
father) for the whole sample (i.e., participants with married parents and divorced parents) varied
based on the categorical demographic and background variables (i.e., sex, year in school, race,
sexual orientation, relationship status). I also performed a series of MANOVAs to determine
whether the primary variables (i.e. posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother,
negative interaction with mother, supportive interaction with father, negative interaction with
father) for the divorced sample varied based on the background and demographic variables (i.e.,
sex, year in school, race, sexual orientation, relationship status).
My plan was to use general theoretical, empirical, and practical guidelines to determine
any actions to be taken based on these analyses, more specifically, in determining whether I would
include a categorical or background variable as a covariate in my MANOVA or regressions. After
reviewing the literature and past empirical studies, it appeared that sex of the child of divorce was
correlated with outcomes regarding parent-child relationship for offspring who had experienced
parental divorce. More specifically, Halligan et al. (2014) found that for children of divorce
females, but not males, reported a closer relationship with their mother. Additionally, Cooney et
al. (1986) found that for children of divorce females, but not males, reported less intimacy in their
relationship with their father. See Appendix H for the full description of the MANOVAs I
performed. I ultimately decided not to use any of the demographic or background variables as
covariates in the MANOVA for RQ1 because there was no theoretical, empirical (i.e., general
small effect sized), or practical reasons to control for these variables. However, I decided to control
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for sex for RQ2-4 (i.e., in Step 1 of regressions) only for my DVs of supportive interaction with
mother and negative interaction with father because these DVs varied by sex and these differences
were at a medium effect size (partial η2 > .0588). I also controlled for sex in these regressions
because past empirical findings supported that there is a relationship between sex of the child and
relationship with mother and father for offspring of divorce (Cooney et al., 1986; Halligan et al.,
2014).
I also performed correlations with age of participant, socioeconomic status, and age at time
of family stressor to determine if these variables were correlated with my 12 DVs used for the
whole sample for RQ1. If these variables would have been significantly correlated with three or
more DVs for the whole sample and had a medium effect size, I would have used them as
covariates in my MANOVA. Additionally, my plan was to take a practical approach by examining
the significance and also considering the theoretical and empirical material that existed. See
Appendix H for the full description of the correlations I performed. If the variables would have
been significantly correlated with one or more DVs for the divorced sample and had a medium
effect size, I would have used them in the regression for that primary variable (i.e., RQ2-4). I
considered Pearson Correlation Coefficient values of .1, .3, and .5 as small, medium, and large
effect sizes (Cohen, 1988). Neither age, socioeconomic status nor age at time of family stressor
was associated (i.e., at a medium effect size level) with three or more of the primary variables for
the whole sample or with any of the primary variables for the divorced sample. I also performed
correlations with age at initial separation and age at final divorce to determine if those variable s
were significantly related with my DVs for RQ2-4. I did not control for those variables in RQ2-4
because all associations that emerged had small effect sizes (Cohen, 1988).
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Primary Analyses
My first research question was focused on whether perceptions of parental conflict,
perception of gains, posttraumatic growth, and negative/positive interactions with parents
varied with regard to the parent marital status of college students. I addressed this research question
and tested the associated hypotheses through performing a MANOVA. My second research
question was focused on whether college students’ perceptions of pre-divorce parental conflict
dimensions were associated with current posttraumatic growth and negative/positive interactions
with parents. My third research question was focused on whether college students’ perceptions of
current gains connected with parental divorce were associated with current posttraumatic growth
and negative/positive interactions with parents. My fourth research question was focused on
whether the interactions between perception of pre-divorce parental conflict dimensions and
perception of gains associated with parental divorce made a unique contribution to posttraumatic
growth and negative/positive interactions with parents above and beyond the contribution of each
parental conflict variable and each gain variable individually. I performed a total of five
regressions that corresponded to my five DVs (i.e., posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction
with mother, negative interaction with mother, supportive interaction with father, and negative
interaction with father) in order to examine RQ2-4.
Parental divorce status, perceived conflict, gains/losses, personal growth, and current
parent interaction
RQ1 was focused on possible group differences in the primary variables based on parental
divorce status. I addressed this research question and tested the associated hypotheses through
performing a MANOVA. More specifically, I used parental divorce status (e.g., parents divorced
vs. parents married) as the independent variable (IV) and frequency of conflict, intensity of
conflict, resolution of conflict, self-blame of conflict, existential gains, friendship gains, romantic
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gains, posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with mother,
supportive interaction with father, negative interaction with father as the DVs. With regard to
parental divorce status, I placed all participants who had experienced either parental divorce or
parental separation in the parent divorced group and all participants whose parents were married
in the parents married group. Participants who had not experienced parental divorce answered
questions about their most impactful family stressor.
The overall multivariate finding indicated a statistically significant difference based on
parental divorce status when all 12 DVs were considered as a set, F(12, 413) = 18.316, p < .001.
At the univariate level, group differences emerged for frequency of conflict, F(1, 424) = 59.172,
p < .001, intensity of conflict, F(1, 424) = 52.512, p < .001, resolution of conflict F(1, 424) =
182.092, p < .001, existential gains, F(1, 424) = 6.047, p = .014, supportive interaction with father,
F(1, 424) = 26.641, p < .001, and negative interaction with father, F(1, 424) = 9.329, p = .002, (see
Table 3).
For frequency of conflict, the divorced group (M = 14.12, SD = 3.54) scored higher than
the married group (M = 11.29, SD = 3.51, d = .80). For intensity of conflict, the divorced group
(M =15.25, SD = 4.40) scored higher than the married group (M = 12.10, SD = 4.04, d = .75). For
resolution of conflict, the married group (M = 14.33, SD = 4.49) scored higher than the divorced
group (M = 9.54, SD = 3.00, d = 1.25). For existential gains, the divorced group (M = 43.02, SD =
9.57) scored higher than the married group (M = 40.49, SD = 8.25, d =.28). For supportive
interaction with father, the married group (M = 35.64, SD = 12.78) scored higher than the divorced
group (M = 28.60, SD = 13.61, d = .58). For negative interaction with father, the divorced group
(M = 16.48, SD = 9.89), scored higher than the married group (M = 13.99, SD = 6.63, d = .30). See
Table 3.

Table 3
Parents Marital Status and Primary Variables
Divorce Group
(n = 133)

Married Group
(n = 297)

M

SD

M

SD

F

Sig.

14.12

3.54

11.29

3.51

59.17

.00

15.25

4.40

12.10

4.04

52.51

.00

9.54

3.00

14.33

3.49

188.09

.00

Self-blame

6.26

1.79

5.98

1.60

2.62

.11

Existential Gains

43.02

9.57

40.49

8.25

6.05

.01

23.33

4.02

23.82

3.02

1.90

.17

24.06

6.42

23.40

5.20

1.28

.26

Posttraumatic Growth

67.19

23.02

62.79

22.19

3.51

.06

Supportive Interaction with Mother

43.20

15.86

42.24

13.24

.43

.51

15.60

7.08

14.94

5.77

1.03

.31

28.60

13.61

35.64

12.78

26.64

.00

16.48

9.89

13.99

6.63

9.33

.00

Conflict Frequency
Conflict Intensity
Conflict Resolution

Romantic Gains
Friendship Gains

Negative Interaction with Mother
Supportive Interaction with Father
Negative Interaction with Father
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College students who experienced parental divorce: Relationships among, conflict,
divorce-related gains, posttraumatic growth, and quality of parental relationship
My RQ2 and RQ3 were focused on whether the IVs (i.e., combined frequency and intensity
of conflict, resolution of conflict, self-blame of conflict, existential gains, friendship gains, and
romantic gains) of college students who have experienced parental divorce were associated with
the DVs (i.e., posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with
mother, supportive interaction with father, negative interaction with father). My RQ4 was focused
on whether the interactions between perception of parental conflict dimensions (i.e., combined
frequency and intensity, self-blame, and resolution of conflict) and perceptions of gains associated
with parental divorce (i.e., existential, friendship, and romantic) made a unique contribution to
posttraumatic growth and negative/positive interactions with parents above and beyond the
contribution of each variable individually.
I performed five hierarchical regression analyses because I had five unique DVs (i.e.,
posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with mother,
supportive interaction with father, and negative interaction with father). In most cases, step 1
included the primary IVs (i.e., combined frequency and intensity of conflict, resolution of conflict,
self-blame of conflict, existential gains, friendship gains, and romantic gains) and was identical
for each regression and step 2 included the interactions between the three conflict variables and
the three gain variables. The exceptions were the regressions for supportive interaction with
mother and negative interaction with father as I included sex in step 1 for these regressions and,
therefore, the primary IVs were in step 2 and the interactions were in step 3. I addressed RQ4 using
the same five hierarchical regression analyses I performed for RQ2 & RQ3. More specifically, the
interaction terms in the final step of each of the regression addressed RQ4. I centered all of the
variables before I computed the interaction terms. Then, I calculated the interaction terms by
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multiplying each of the three centered gains variables (combined frequency and intensity of
conflict, resolution of conflict, self-blame of conflict) by each of the three centered gains variables
(existential gains, friendship gains, romantic gains) for a total of nine interaction terms. See Tables
4 and Table 5 for the details regarding each step of my regression analyses. As I describe the
regressions below, I clarify which steps correspond to which research questions. I have organized
the findings based on each of the DVs.
With regard to posttraumatic growth, R was significantly different from zero at the end of
step 1, but not step 2. After step 2, with all IVs in the equation, R = .50, F(15, 117) = 2.61, p =
.379. After step 1, with the three conflict dimensions and three perceived gains variables added to
the equation, R² = .25 (Adjusted R² = .16), F(6, 126) = 4.87, p < .001. Specifically, existential
gains (β = .33, p = .008) emerged as positively explaining some of the variance of posttraumatic
growth (RQ2 & RQ3). The addition of the interaction terms between the conflict dimensions and
the perceived gains in step 2 did not result in a significant increment in R², R² = .25 (Adjusted R²
= .15), ΔR² = .06, F(9, 117) = 2.61, p = .38 (RQ4).
With regard to supportive interaction with mother, R was significantly different from zero
at the end of step 1, but not steps 2 or 3. After step 3, with all IVs in the equation, R = .44, F(16,
116) = 1.74, p = .39. After step 1, with sex (i.e., 0 = male, 1 = female) in the equation R² = .08
(Adjusted R² = .08), F(1, 131) = 12.04, p = .001. In particular, sex (β = .20, p = .001) emerged as
positively explaining some of the variance in supportive interaction with mother such that being
female was associated with more supportive interactions with mother. After step 2, with the three
conflict dimensions and three perceived gains variables added to the equation, R² = .13 (Adjusted
R² = .08), ΔR² = .04, F(7, 125) = 2.59, p = .42 (RQ2 & RQ3). The variables added in step 2 did
not result in a significant increment in R². Similarly, the addition of the interaction terms between

76
the conflict dimensions and the perceived gains in step 3 did not result in a significant increment
in R², R² = .19 (Adjusted R² = .08), ΔR² = .07, F(16, 116) = 1.7, p = .39 (RQ4).
With regard to supportive interaction with father, R was not significantly different from
zero at the end of any step. After step 2, with all IVs in the equation, R = .36, F(15, 117) = 1.17, p
= .54. After step 1, with the three conflict dimensions and three perceived gains variables added to
the equation, R² = .36 (Adjusted R² = .02), F(6, 126) = 1.61, p = .54 (RQ2 & RQ3). The addition
of the interaction terms between conflict dimensions and the perceived gains variables in step 2
did not result in a significant increment in R², R² = .13 (Adjusted R² = .02), ΔR² = .06, F(9, 117)
= 1.17, p = .54 (RQ4).
With regard to negative interaction with mother, R was significantly different from zero at
the end of step 1, but not after step 2. After step 2, with all IVs in the equation, R = .41, F(15, 117)
= 1.59, p = .68. After step 1, with the three conflict dimensions and three perceived gains variables
added to the equation, R² = .12 (Adjusted R² = .08), F(6, 126) = 2.92, p = .01 (RQ2 & RQ3). More
specifically, self-blame (β = .25, p = .005) emerged as positively explaining some of the variance
in negative interaction with mother. The addition of the interaction terms between the conflict
dimensions and the perceived gains in step 2 did not result in a significant increment in R², R² =
.17 (Adjusted R² = .06), ΔR² = .05, F(15, 117) = 1.59, p = .68 (RQ4).
With regard to negative interaction with father, R was significantly different from zero at
the end of each step. After step 3, with all IVs in the equation, R = .55, F(16, 116) = 3.23, p = .03.
After step 1, with sex in the equation R² = .05 (Adjusted R² = .05), F(1, 131) = 7.66, p = .006. In
particular, sex (β = .24, p = .006) emerged as positively explaining some of the variance in negative
interaction with father with females more likely than their male peers to report negative
interactions with their fathers. After step 2, with the three conflict dimensions and three perceived
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gains variables added to the equation, R² = .19 (Adjusted R² = .15), ΔR² = .14, F(7, 125) = 4.28, p
= .003 (RQ2 & RQ3). In particular, sex (β = .21, p = .01) remained as positively explaining some
of the variance in negative interaction with father with females more likely the report negative
interactions with their fathers. Combined frequency and intensity of conflict (β = .27, p = .05) also
emerged as positively explaining some of the variance in negative interaction with father. The
addition of the interaction terms between the conflict dimensions and the perceived gains in step
3 resulted in a significant increment in R², R² = .31 (Adjusted R² = .21), ΔR² = .12, F(16, 116) =
3.23, p = .03. The interaction between resolution of conflict and romantic gains (β = -.35, p = .03)
and the interaction between self-blame of conflict and existential gains (β = -.25, p = .03) emerged
as positively explaining some of the variance in negative interaction with father.
I used PROCESS v 3.0 (Hayes, 2018), a macro within SPPSS to further analyze the
significant interactions. More specifically, I used PROCESS to determine the specific directions
within and between the moderator variables and interactions.
As displayed in Figure 3, the positive association between self-blame and negative
interaction with father (with sex as the covariate), was significant at low levels of existential gains
b = 1.91, t = 3.19, p = .0018, but not significant at average levels of existential gains b = .85, t =
1.77, p = .08., and not significant at high levels of existential gains b = -.80, t = -.27, p = .79. The
results of the Johnson-Neyman technique indicated that the transition point of the interaction effect
was about half of a standard deviation point below the mean of existential gains (t = 1.98, p = .05).
The figure indicates that for low levels of existential gains, there is a clear positive significant
association between self-blame and negative interaction with father. The figure indicates that when
existential gains are average or high, the significant relationship between self-blame and negative
interaction is no longer present.
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Figure 3. Negative interaction father, self-blame, and existential gains (n = 133)

As displayed in Figure 4, the association between conflict resolution and negative
interaction with father (sex as the covariate) was not significant at low levels of romantic gains b
= .11, t = .25, p = .8055, but there was a negative significant association at average levels of
romantic gains b = -.73, t = -2.68, p = .008, and a negative significant association at high levels of
romantic gains b = -1.56, t = -4.02, p = .000. The results of the Johnson-Neyman technique
indicated that the transition point of the interaction effect was about a third of a standard deviation
point below the mean of romantic gains (t = -1.98, p = .05). As indicated in figure 4, for average
or high levels of romantic gains, there is a negative significant association between conflict
resolution and negative interaction with father (e.g., the higher the resolution, the lower the
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negative interactions with father). The figure indicates that for low levels of romantic gains, there
is no significant relationship between conflict resolution and negative interactions with father.

Figure 4. Negative interaction father, conflict resolution, romantic gains (n = 133)

Table 4
Predictors of College Student Adjustment to Parental Divorce
Posttraumatic growth
Variable

Supportive Interaction Mother

Supportive Interaction
Father
B
SE B β
ra(b.c)

B

SE B

β

ra(b.c)

B

SE B

β

ra(b.c)

na

na

Na

na

9.23

2.66

.29*

.29

na

na

na

na

na

na

Na

na

8.63

2.70

.27*

.27

na

na

na

na

.80

.30

.33*

.22

.12

.21

.07

.05

-.04

.19

.03

-.02

-.32

.44

-.09

-.06

.37

.31

.15

.10

.60

.29

.28

.18

.51

.58

.09

.07

-.22

.42

-.06

-.05

.22

.37

.07

.05

.70

.39

.23

.15

-.01

.28

-.00

-.00

.08

.25

.16

.03

.06

.98

.01

00

-.41

.70

-.08

-.05

.71

.62

.16

.10

1.90

1.05

.15

.15

-.30

.76

-.08

-.03

-.04

.67

.00

-.01

na

na

na

na

7.45

2.77

.23*

.22

na

na

na

na

.56

.34

.24

.13

.00

.25

.00

.02

-.19

.22

-.10

.46

-.03

-.08

.52

.33

.21

.14

.60

.29

Step 1
Sex
Step 2
Sex
Existential Gains
Friendship Gains
Romantic & Sexual Gains
Combined Frequency and
Intensity of Conflict
Resolution of Conflict
Self-Blame of Conflict
Step 3
Sex
Existential Gains
Friendship Gains

.13
2.3
9

-.08
.18
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Table 4 continued
Romantic & Sexual Gains
Combined Frequency and
Intensity of Conflict
Resolution of Conflict
Self-blame
Existential x Combined
Frequency &
Intensity
of Conflict
Existential x Resolution
Existential x Self-blame
Friend x Combined Frequency
& Intensity of Conflict
Friend x Resolution
Friend x Self-blame

.57

.64

.10

.07

-.08

.46

-.02

-.01

.56

.41

.16

.12

.79

.42

.26

.15

.09

.30

.04

.03

.23

.26

.13

.08

.06

1.04

.01

.00

-.54

.75

-.10

-.06

.93

.66

.21

.12

1.80

1.13

.14

.13

-.86

.81

-.10

-.09

.22

.72

.03

.03

.01

.08

.03

.01

-.02

.06

-.10

-.04

.04

.05

.18

.07

-.11

.17

-.13

-.05

-.17

.12

-.29

-.11

.03

.11

.05

.02

.06

.17

.04

.03

-.03

.12

-.03

-.02

.21

.11

.24

.16

.06

.10

.14

.05

.03

.07

.09

.03

-.03

.07

-.10

-.04

.18

.23

.19

.06

.28

.17

.37

.14

-.05

.15

-.07

-.03

.36

.25

.18

.12

.19

.18

.15

.09

-.18

.16

-.16

-.10

Romantic x Combined
Frequency & Intensity of
Conflict
Romantic x Resolution

.05

14

.06

.03

.05

.10

.10

.04

.06

.09

.13

.06

-.01

.37

-.01

-.00

.21

.26

.14

.07

.32

.23

.25

.12

Romantic x Self-blame

-.37

.39

-.11

-.11

-.39

.28

-.17

-.11

-.02

.25

-.01

-.01

Note. N = 133. ra(b.c) = semipartial correlation coefficient.
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Table 5
Predictors of College Student Adjustment to Parental Divorce
Negative Interaction Mother
Variable
Step 1
Sex
Step 2
Sex
Existential Gains
Friendship Gains
Romantic Gains
Combined Frequency and
Intensity of Conflict
Resolution of Conflict of
Conflict
Self-blame of Conflict
Step 3
Sex
Existential Gains
Friendship Gains
Romantic Gains
Combined Frequency and
Intensity of Conflict
Resolution of Conflict
Self-blame of Conflict
Existential x Combined
Frequency and Intensity
of Conflict
Existential x Resolution
Existential x Self-blame
Friend x Combined
Frequency and Intensity
of Conflict
Friend x Resolution
Friend x Self-blame
Romantic x Combined
Frequency and Intensity
of Conflict
Romantic x Resolution
Romantic x Self-blame

Negative Interaction
Father
SE B
β
ra(b.c)

B

SE B

β

ra(b
.c )

B

na

na

na

na

4.66

1.68

.24*

.24

na
-.03
.13
-.32
.18

na
.10
.14
.19
.12

na
-.04
.11
-.18
.20

na
-.03
.08
-.14
.13

4.23
-.16
.10
.04
.35

1.62
.13
.19
.25
.17

.21*
-.16
.07
.02
.27

.21
-.10
.04
.01
.17

.16

.31

.07

.04

-.17

.42

-.05

-.03

.97

.34

.25*

.24

.83

.46

.15

.15

na
-.05
.15
-.23
.24

na
1.26
.15
.21
.13

na
.27
.14
-.13
.26

na
.01
.09
-.09
.16

4.63
.-.17
.08
-.15
.33

1.60
.14
.19
.26
.17

.23*
-.17
.05
-.06
.25*

.22
-.09
.03
-.04
.15

.35
1.14
-.01

.34
.37
.03

.15
.29*
-.07

.09
.26
-.03

-.07
.63
.00

.43
.47
.03

-.02
.12
.01

-.01
.10
.00

-.01
.10
.00

.06
0.06
.03

-.03
.22
.02

-.01
.15
.01

.02
-.16
.05

.07
.07
.04

.06
-.25*
.27

.02
-.17
.09

-.04
-.16
.04

.08
.08
.05

-.10
-.26
.16

-.04
-.17
.07

.03
-.08
-.06

.10
.10
.06

.06
-1.0
-.19

.02
-.06
-.08

.08
.03

.12
.13

.11
.03

.05
.02

-.33
.19

.15
.16

-.35*
.13

Note. N = 133. ra(b.c) = semipartial correlation coefficient.

-.17
.09
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H1a was focused on whether frequency, intensity, resolution, and self-blame would differ
based on parental marital status. I hypothesized that offspring who had experienced parental
divorce would report higher levels of frequency and intensity of conflict, lower levels of resolution
of conflict, and higher levels of self-blame of conflict. Aligned with these hypotheses, offspring
who experienced parental divorce scored higher on frequency of conflict and intensity of conflict,
and lower on resolution of conflict. However, there was no difference on self-blame of conflict
based on parental marital status.
H1b was focused on whether negative/positive interactions with parents would differ based
on marital status. I hypothesized that offspring in the divorced group would exhibit a lower quality
of relationship with their parents than their peers in the married group. Aligned with this
hypothesis, offspring in the divorced group reported a lower quality of relationship with their
father. However, there was no difference for relationship quality with mother.
H1c was focused on whether perceived gains would differ based on marital status. I
hypothesized that offspring in the divorced group would perceive more gains than their peers in
the married group. The only part of this hypothesis supported by the current findings was that
offspring in the divorced group exhibited more existential gains than their peers in the married
group.
H1d was focused on whether posttraumatic growth would differ based on marital status. I
hypothesized that offspring in the divorced group would exhibit more posttraumatic growth than
offspring in the married group. This hypothesis was not supported.
H2a was focused on whether frequency, intensity, and self-blame of conflict would be
associated with posttraumatic growth and supportive interactions with both parents. I hypothesized
that frequency, intensity, and self-blame of conflict would be negatively associated with
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posttraumatic growth. I also hypothesized that frequency, intensity, and self-blame of conflict
would be negatively associated with supportive interactions with both parents. There were no
findings aligned with this hypothesis.
H2b was focused on whether frequency, intensity, and self-blame of conflict would be
associated with negative interactions with both mother and father. I hypothesized that frequency,
intensity, and self-blame of conflict would be positively associated with negative interactions with
both parents. The only findings aligned with this hypothesis was that self-blame of conflict was
positively associated with negative interactions with mother and combined frequency and intensity
of conflict was positively associated with negative interactions with father.
H2c was focused on whether resolution of conflict would be associated with supportive
interactions with both parents and posttraumatic growth. I hypothesized that resolution of conflict
would be positively associated with supportive interactions with both parents and posttraumatic
growth. There were no findings aligned with this hypothesis.
H2d was focused on whether resolution of conflict would be associated with negative
interactions with both parents. I hypothesized that resolution of conflict would be negatively
associated with negative interactions with both parents. There were no findings aligned with this
hypothesis.
H3a was focused on whether gains would be associated with negative interactions with
both parents. I hypothesized that perception of existential, friendship, and romantic gains would
be negatively associated with negative interactions with both mother and father. There were no
findings aligned with this hypothesis.
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H3b was focused on whether gains would be associated with posttraumatic growth. The
only finding aligned with this hypothesis was that existential gains was positively associated with
posttraumatic growth.
H3c was focused on whether gains would be associated with positive interactions with both
parents. I hypothesized that existential, friendship, and romantic gains would be positively
associated with positive interactions with both mother and father. There were no findings aligned
with this hypothesis.
RQ4 was exploratory as the existing theoretical and empirical literature did not offer
direction regarding the expected findings. RQ4 was focused on whether the relationships
between perception of pre-divorce parental conflict dimensions (i.e., frequency, intensity,
resolution, and self-blame of conflict) and perceptions of gains associated with parental divorce
(i.e., existential, friendship, romantic) would make unique contributions to posttraumatic growth
and negative/positive interactions with parents above and beyond the contribution of each
variable individually.
The answer to RQ4 is yes. Existential gains moderated the relationship between selfblame for conflict and negative interactions with father such that the positive association
between these variables was only present at low levels of existential gains, but not present at
moderate or high levels of existential gains. Further, romantic gains moderated the relationship
between conflict resolution and negative interactions with father such that the negative
relationship between these variables was only present at moderate and high levels of romantic
gains, but not present at low levels of romantic gains.
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Table 6
Summary of Hypotheses Testing
Hypothesis
#
H1a

H1b

H1c

H1d

H2a

H2b

H2c

H2d

H3a

H3b

Hypothesis

Outcome

Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will
perceive greater levels of frequency of parental conflict
(pre-divorce), greater intensity of parental conflict (predivorce), lower levels of parents’ ability to resolve conflict
(pre-divorce), and greater levels of self-blame of parental
conflict (pre-divorce) than their peers who have not
experienced parental divorce.
Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will
exhibit a lower quality of relationship with their parents
than their peers who have not experienced parental divorce.
Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will
exhibit more perceived gains related to their parents’
divorce than their peers who have not experienced parental
divorce, but have experienced an impactful family-related
stressor.
Offspring who have experienced parental divorce will
exhibit more posttraumatic growth related to their parents’
divorce than their peers who have not experienced parental
divorce, but have experienced an impactful family-related
stressor.

Partially
Supported

Frequency, intensity, and self-blame of pre-divorce
parental conflict will be negatively associated with
posttraumatic growth and supportive interactions with both
mother and father.
Frequency, intensity, and self-blame of pre-divorce
parental conflict will be positively associated with negative
interactions with both mother and father.
Parental ability to resolve pre-divorce conflict will be
positively associated with posttraumatic growth and
supportive interactions with both mother and father.
Parental ability to resolve pre-divorce conflict will be
negatively associated with negative interactions with both
mother and father.

Not Supported

Partially
Supported
Partially
Supported

Not Supported

Partially
Supported
Not Supported

Not Supported

Existential, friendship, and romantic gains will be Not Supported
negatively associated with negative interactions with both
mother and father.
Existential, friendship, and romantic gains will be Partially
positively associated with posttraumatic growth.
Supported
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Table 6 continued
H3c

Existential, friendship, and romantic gains will be Not Supported
positively associated with supportive interactions with
both mother and father.
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION

In this chapter, I review and provide tentative explanations for the primary findings of the
present study, with an emphasis on the results from testing the hypotheses. I then review the
additional (i.e., non-hypothesized) findings. Next, I offer clinical implications. These implications
are followed by limitations and directions for future research. I end with a conclusion that
summarizes the key results.

Primary Findings: Hypotheses Testing
I review the primarily study findings organized by my four research questions.

More

specifically, each heading below corresponds to each research question. Within each subsection, I
briefly restate whether or not each hypothesis was supported, connect the findings back to existing
empirical research, and offer possible explanations for the finding.
Parental Divorce Status, Perceived Conflict, Gains/Losses, Personal Growth, and Current
Parent Interactions (RQ1)
Frequency, intensity, and resolution of conflict
I hypothesized that participants in the divorced group would report greater levels of
frequency and intensity of parental conflict and lower levels of resolution of parental conflict than
participants in the married group (H1a). H1a was partially supported. More specifically, the
divorced group scored higher on frequency and intensity of conflict than did the married group and
lower on resolution of conflict than the married group. These findings are not surprising and are
consistent with research that suggests that college students who have experienced parental divorce
report greater frequency and intensity of parental conflict and lower levels of resolution of conflict
than students from intact families (Bickham & Fiese, 1997; Cue et al., 2010; Short, 2002). For
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example, Bickham and Fiese found that college students with divorced parents were more likely
to experience higher frequency and intensity of parental conflict and higher levels of unresolved
conflict than college-students from intact families. Similarly, Carrere and Gottman (1999) found
that negative affect and interactions during conflict between a married couple (e.g., contempt,
disgust, defensiveness, stonewalling) predicted divorce. Further, Gottman (1994) found a
relationship between intensity of conflict (e.g., criticizing your partner, contempt towards partner
such as name-calling and ridicule) and subsequent divorce. Thus, the more intense arguments that
couples have that involve name-calling, contempt, criticism, physical aggression, the greater
likelihood of divorce.
This finding about the divorced group having higher perceptions of intensity and frequency
of conflict and lower of resolution of conflict is also understandable if one examines the measure
I used to assess parental conflict. For example, high scores on intensity of conflict were indicated
by items such as "My parents pushed or shoved each other during an argument", "When my parents
had an argument, they said mean things to each other." It is understandable why a couple would
be more likely to divorce than a couple who remains married if their arguments were more intense
(e.g., they said mean things to each other or pushed each other during arguments."). Likewise, it
is understandable that a couple who has more frequent arguments and less resolved arguments
would be more likely to get divorced than a couple who remains married. High frequency of
parental conflict was indicated on my measure by the following items, "My parents often nagged
and complained about each other around the house", "They may not think I knew it, but my parents
argued or disagreed a lot." Additionally, low scores on resolution of conflict were indicated by the
following items, "When my parents argued they usually made up right away.", "Even after my
parents stopped arguing they stayed mad at each other." Thus, it would be understandable that a
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couple who gets divorced would be more likely than a couple who stays married to engage in
higher intensity and frequency of conflict and lower resolution of conflict.
Self-blame and conflict
I also hypothesized, as a part of H1a, that participants in the divorced group would report
greater levels of self-blame (e.g., blaming of self for parental conflict) than participants in the
married group. This part of H1a was not supported. This result may have occurred because unlike
frequency, intensity, and resolution of conflict, which focus directly on the nature of the conflict
between parents, self-blame involves offsprings’ own perceptions of self-blame for parental
conflict. Further, self-blame in the present study was focused on participants’ self-perceived blame
for their parents' arguments which is distinct from the parents directly blaming children and/or
involving children in a way that might imply that they are blaming the children (Grych, Seid,
Fincham, 1992). Additionally, there may not be a difference between self-blame for the divorced
and married groups because both divorced parents and married parents may attempt to take
precautions to prevent their offspring from blaming themselves for parental conflict and provide
general protection for their offspring. Parents of today's generation of offspring, the Millennia l
generation, appear to provide general protection for their offspring. More specifically, parents may
complain to educators that their children do not receive as much praise as parents would like,
complete assignments for their offspring, insulate them from the world around them, place children
in protective bubbles, rely on numerous safety and monitoring devices, and even track children
with GPS (Vinson, 2013). Thus, if parents of millennials are willing to protect their children in
these general ways, then both married and divorced parents may also be willing to protect or shield
their children from feeling like they are to be blamed for parental conflict.
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Additionally, due to the developmental phase of the traditionally-aged college student
participants in the present study, participants with both married and divorced may have the
cognitive and developmental abilities to realize they were/are not to blame for their parents'
conflicts. College students are at a more advanced developmental place than children and
adolescents. More specifically, Hamilton (2011) concluded college students who experienced
parental divorce at later ages, compared to those who experienced divorce at younger ages, are
likely more equipped to access and use coping skills and also to have more adaptability in
cognition. Additionally, college students are often engaging in their own romantic relationships
and with more direct relational experience may be more able to distance themselves from their
parents’ conflict and more able to realize that they were not to blame. Thus, both the married and
divorced groups may have the cognitive and developmental capacities to understand that their
parents' conflicts involved a variety of factors and reasons that were unrelated to themselves as
offspring.
Parent interactions
I hypothesized that participants in the divorced group would exhibit a lower quality of
relationship with their parents than their peers in the married group (H1b). H1b was partially
supported. More specifically, the divorced group scored lower on supportive interactions with father
than did the divorced group and the divorced group scored higher on negative interactions with father
than did the married group. Therefore, the divorced group, when compared to their peers with married
parents, had a lower quality of relationship with their fathers, but not with their mothers.
Although not completely aligned with my hypothesis, this finding is consistent with some past
research. For example, offspring with divorced parents tend to report worse present relationships
with their parents, especially with their fathers, when compared to those with continuously married
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parents (Bulduc et al., 2007; Knox et al., 2004; Pan, 2014; Zill et al., 1993). Zill et al. (1993) found
that 65% of college-aged students with divorced parents had a bad relationship with their father
compared to 29% of college-aged students with continuously married parents. They also found
that 30% of college-aged students with divorced parents had a bad relationship with their mother
compared to 16% of college-aged students with continuously married parents. Even though Zill et
al. found a difference in relationship quality for both parents for college-aged students with
divorced parents as compared to those from intact parents, they found that difference was greater
for fathers. Additionally, Bulduc et al. (2007) found that parental divorce was associated with
strained relationships with fathers, but closer relationships with mothers. Similarly, Lindsey et al.
(2006) found that higher frequency of perceived parental conflict was associated with lower
abilities of divorced fathers and sons to resolve their own conflicts.
The relationship between father and offspring with divorced parents may become worse
because divorce can result in less contact with the non-custodial parent, which usually is the father
(Riggio, 2004). According to the United States 2016 census, the mother received custody 80.4%
of the time. Results in the study aligned with these numbers in that 74.4% of participants who
experienced parental divorce reported living with their mothers, 15.8% reported living with their
fathers, and 9.8% reported living with someone other than their mother or father. Due to lack of
custody, children and their fathers may have difficulty developing a good relationship after a
divorce because they do not see or communicate with each other as much as children and their
mothers do (Arditti & Prouty, 1999). Further, the lack of custody may also lead to a lack of quality
contacts in addition to a lack of quantity of contacts (Arditti & Prouty, 1999). Additionally, lack
of paternal custody may create a logistical and financial challenge for fathers to contact and
connect with their children after divorce (Halligan et. al, 2014; Seltzer, 1991). After divorce, it is
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usually fathers who must move out of the house, pay child support, and see their children every
other weekend (Halligan, 2014). Where offspring live may also have an influence on what is
communicated to offspring about the other parent.
Unfortunately, the negative impact of divorce on interactions between offspring and their
fathers may be stable or resistant to change, unlike self-blame, which may have dissipated with
time and development. Fay (1995) wrote about how it may be difficult for fathers to maintain good
relationships with their children because of "The Disenfranchised Father Syndrome" that can affect
divorced fathers. He argued that non-custodial fathers may experience grief and struggle with the
loss of shared life and emotional experiences associated with the initial and extended separation
from their offspring, financial challenge of establishing a new home devoid of their children, but
still having to pay child custody, and potential sabotage of the father/child relationship by the
custodial mother. These potential practical, financial, legal, emotional, and psychological barriers
that non-custodial divorced fathers face may be related to the current findings regarding negative
interactions

with fathers but not mothers. The findings

suggest that the effects of

disenfranchisement of fathers may remain long after the initial divorce occurred.
Gains
I hypothesized that participants in the divorced group would exhibit greater perceived gains
than did their peers who had not experienced parental divorce (H1c). H1c was partially supported.
The divorced group scored higher than the married group on existential gains but did not score higher
on friendship or romantic gains. Examples of existential gains that were measured in this study include
self-esteem, role as a productive member of society, definition/view of self, hope, control over life,
purpose in life, ability to think clearly, control over the future, meaning in life, and appreciation for
life. The divorced group reported a greater sense of these gains as connected to their parents’ divorce
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than did the married group who reported on gains connected with an impactful family-related stressor
from their childhood. The top five impactful family-related stressors in the study included death of a
family member (16.2%), parental pressure (15.5%), family illness (14.5%), living away from
family (12.5%), parental conflict (11.1%), and family financial problems (10.4%).
This finding about offspring experiencing existential gains is consistent with Sever et al.
(2007) who found that offspring who experienced parental divorce reported greater empowerment
(i.e., greater ability to manage life's difficulties) , empathy (i.e., being more compassionate), and
relationship-savviness after their parents’ divorce. Further, the participants in their study were also
better able after their parents’ divorce to understand the importance of having open conversations
to resolve conflicts compared to before their parents’ divorce. Additionally, Halligan et al. (2014)
found that 65.63% of participants who experienced parental divorce described themselves as more
compassionate post-divorce and 53.51% agreed that they were now less reliant on their parents
and more independent than they had been before the divorce. These improvements reported in past
research appear aligned with the current finding regarding existential gains.
Additionally, participants in the divorced group may have experienced more existential
gains than participants in the married group because participants in the divorced group see their
parents experience gains after the divorce. For example, Halligan et al. (2014) found that some
college students of divorce believed their parents experienced gains after divorce, such as the
mother and father being happier after divorce. However, in other family-related stressors (e.g.,
death, family illness) it may be challenging to perceive or even report a sense of gains. For
example, if may be difficult for participants in the married group to perceive gains for themselves
or for their family members after a family death, parental pressure, or the participant moving away
from the family member.
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Moreover, the divorced group may have experienced more existential gains because of
interpersonal processes that could have taken place for the divorced group after their parents'
divorce. More specifically, the divorced group may have experienced more social support than the
non-divorced group. Additionally, the divorced group may have had more of a chance to process
the divorce with their parents or their peers than the non-divorced group had after their impactful
family stressor. The processing of the divorce with their parents or peers and social support may
be connected to deeper understanding, purpose, and existential gains. Parental divorce, as
compared to other impactful family stressors, may be associated with additional moderating
variables, such as enhanced interpersonal processing, added social support, or a lack of social
constraint that are connected to existential gains. For example, Sever et al. (2007) found that
establishing a two-way supportive relationship with a friend, sibling, significant other or parent
was positively associated with existential gains (e.g., greater ability to manage life difficult ies,
being more compassionate). Thus, the divorce itself might not be associated with existential gains.
However, the divorce may be connected with moderating interpersonal variables that enhanced the
existential gains experienced by the divorced group.
There was no difference in friendship gains (i.e., quantity and quality of friendships) for
the divorced and married groups. One possible reason for this lack of difference is that divorce and
other impactful family-related stressors may have resulted in participants perceiving similar gains
related to quantity and quality of friendships. It might be that participants in both groups were not
any more or less likely to experience changes in their friendships quantity or quality. Participants
in both groups may have been equally likely to reach out, maintain, and develop friendships.
There was no difference in romantic and sexual gains (e.g., quality of romantic
relationships, sexual desire, sexual pleasure) for the divorced and married groups. This finding is
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somewhat surprising given that previous research indicated that parental divorce was associated
with both maladaptive (e.g., less likely to enter romantic relationship) and adaptive outcomes (e.g.,
higher levels of commitment) related to offsprings’ romantic relationships (Cui et al., 2010;
Halligan et al., 2014). However, a lack of difference between the two groups for romantic and
sexual gains may have been observed because the maladaptive and adaptive outcomes may have
cancelled or balanced each other out for the divorced group. For example, there may have been
some members of the divorced group who experienced losses related to their romantic
relationships (e.g., less likely to enter romantic relationship) and some members of the divorced
group who experienced gains related to their romantic relationships (e.g., higher levels of
commitment). Thus, the average score of the divorced group of perceived gains could have been
equal to the average score of the married group.
Posttraumatic growth
I hypothesized that participants in the divorced group would exhibit more posttraumatic
growth than their peers who had not experienced parental divorce (H1d). H1d was not supported.
This lack of difference may be due to the variety of impactful family-related stressors participants
in the married group experienced in the current study. More specifically, some of the impactful
family-related stressors listed by participants with married parents included death of a family
member (16.2%), parental pressure (15.5%), family illness (14.5%), living away from family
(12.5%), parental conflict (11.1%), family financial problems (10.4%), family member abuse
(2.4%), and family member losing job (1.7%). According to Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004),
posttraumatic growth is, “the experience of positive change that occurs as the result of the struggle
with highly challenging life circumstances” (p. 1). It is understandable that participants reporting
on impactful family-related stressors like those listed above could experience as much
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posttraumatic growth as participants with divorced parents. All of these life events involve highly
challenging circumstances that may engender subsequent growth.

Relationships between Parental Conflict, Gains, Posttraumatic Growth, and Parent-Child
Relationship Quality (RQ2 & RQ3)
In this section, I review outcomes of the hypothesized results for associations between
parental conflict dimensions (i.e., frequency, intensity, resolution, self-blame) and posttraumatic
growth and current parent-child relationship quality (i.e., positive and negative interactions with
both mother and father). I also review outcomes of the hypothesized results for associations
between perceived gains (i.e., existential, friendship, romantic) related to parental divorce and
posttraumatic growth and current parent-child relationship quality (i.e., positive and negative
interactions with both mother and father).
Conflict dimensions and posttraumatic growth
I hypothesized that frequency, intensity, and self-blame of conflict would be negatively
associated with posttraumatic growth (H2a). I also hypothesized that resolution of conflict would
be positively associated with posttraumatic growth (H2c). These hypotheses were not supported.
There were no significant relationships between the conflict dimensions and posttraumatic growth.
It may be that participants’ retrospective perceptions of parental conflict prior to the divorce are
just not related to their long-term sense of growth and development connected with divorce.
Parental conflict may have a more immediate effect on poor coping skills, psychological problems
(e.g., anxiety, depression, and antisocial behavior), and maladaptive relationship views (Roth et
al., 2014; Sever et al., 2007; Short, 2002), but not be related to participants' stable and unfolding
perceptions of growth (e.g., "An appreciation for the value of my own life", "I developed new
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interests", "I established a new path for my life", "New opportunities are available that wouldn't
have been otherwise.").
Conflict dimensions and parent-child relationships
I hypothesized that frequency, intensity, and self-blame of conflict would be negatively
associated with supportive interactions with both parents (H2a) and positively associated with
negative interactions with both parents (H2b) and that resolution of conflict would be positively
associated with supportive interactions with parents (H2c) and negatively associated with negative
interactions with both parents (H2d). These hypotheses were partially supported, in that combined
frequency and intensity of conflict was positively associated with negative interactions with father
and self-blame was positively associated with negative interaction with mother.
Combined frequency and intensity of conflict may be associated with negative interactions
with father, but not mother, because of issues related to custody. More specifically, if the
participants have less quantity and quality of contacts with their father for issues related to custody,
then those participants may be more likely to have negative interactions with their father but not
their mother. Additionally, perhaps after the participants moved away from their fathers after
divorce, they never had the chance to build conflict resolution with their fathers, which may have
continued to last to their current relationships with their fathers. Alternatively, if participants were
living with their mothers, then they may have been more likely to communicate, interact and have
better relationships with their mothers even if they witnessed high levels of frequency and intensity
of conflict between their mothers and fathers.
As a part of H2b, I hypothesized that self-blame would be positively associated with
negative interactions with both mother and father. This hypothesis was partially supported in that
self-blame contributed positively to negative interactions with mother. The self-blame measure I
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used directed participants to think back to their pre-divorce memories and indicate the extent to
which they agreed with thoughts such as it's usually my fault when my parents argue and even if
my parents don't say it, I know I'm to blame when my parents argue. The negative interactions
with mother instrument I used included present focused items such as the extent to which they and
their parents exchanged harsh words or became annoyed with one another. It is perhaps
understandable how the issues connected with self-blame emerged as associated with the types of
negative interactions with mother assessed. If offspring still remember and recall a sense of selfblame they may be more likely to have current negative interactions and get annoyed with their
parents. This finding may speak to the long-term effects of self-blame for conflict as opposed to
frequency and intensity of conflict. In addition, it may be that current negative interactions with
mother foster more retrospective remembering of self-blame.
There may be a relationship between self-blame and negative interactions with the mother,
as compared to the father, because according to the United States 2016 census, the mother received
custody 80.4% of the time. Therefore, if offspring perceive that they are being blamed for their
parents' conflict, then they may be more likely to have current negative interactions with their
custodial parent. That sense of blame may be connected with negative interactions with mother
immediately post-divorce that are then extended into young adulthood and college because they
were living with the mother.
Gains and posttraumatic growth
I hypothesized that existential, friendship, and romantic gains would be positively
associated with posttraumatic growth (H3b). H3b was partially supported. Existential gains
emerged as positively contributing to posttraumatic growth. However, there was no association
between friendship and romantic gains and posttraumatic growth. As a reminder, example domains
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of existential gains were self-esteem, role as a productive member of society, definition/view of self,
hope, control over life, purpose in life, ability to think clearly, control over the future, meaning in life,
and appreciation for life. While perception of gains and posttraumatic growth both involve a positive
experience related to a major life event, perception of gains is more immediate and fluid, and
posttraumatic growth is more long term and stable. One of the reasons why there may be a positive
relationship between existential gains and posttraumatic growth is perhaps that the immediate sense
of existential gains can encourage more long term growth. Additionally, it could also be that as one
attains growth, they have a mindset that allows them to perceive existential gains. This explanation is
consistent with past research. For example, Berkey (2015) found that religious coping, a source of
existential meaning, was positively connected to posttraumatic growth for college students who
had experienced parental divorce. Additionally, Miles (2011) found positive relationships between
perceived gains associated with parental divorce and posttraumatic growth in college students who
had experienced parental divorce.
The relationship between existential gains and posttraumatic growth may also be related to
the developmental period of college. More specifically college is a time when most college students
are seeking answers and clarity related to existential questions (e.g., world views, marriage, career,
identity, and purpose in life; Chickering & Reisser, 1993). College students who have experienced
parental divorce may be more able to experience gains related to the parental divorce compared to
their younger peers (Connel, Hayes, & Carlson, 2015; Hamilton, 2011; Pan, 2014; Roth et al.,
2014). Additionally, college is a time when individuals have all of their future in front of them. Thus,
the developmental period and time of college may interact with college students experience of
parental divorce and might help facilitate a relationship between existential gains and posttraumatic
growth.
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Friendship and romantic gains were not associated with posttraumatic growth. It is
somewhat surprising that friendship and romantic gains were not associated with posttraumatic
growth when existential gains was associated with posttraumatic growth because they all three
involve a positive valence regarding a specific life event. However, existential gains may have
been associated with posttraumatic growth because existential gains is more holistic, broad, and
intrapersonal, whereas friendship and romantic gains are more targeted and interpersonal (e.g.,
quantity of friendships, sexual functioning, pleasure and desire, and time spent with romantic
partner). Friendship and romantic gains may be less associated with posttraumatic growth because
they are more narrow rather than broad and holistic domains. For example, just because a person
increases the quantity of their friendships or sexual functioning and desire (i.e., friendship and
romantic gains) that person may not necessarily experience a new path for life or long lasting,
internal and stable growth (i.e., posttraumatic growth).
Gains and parent-child relationships
I hypothesized that perceptions of existential, friendship, and romantic gains would be
negatively associated with negative interactions with both mother and father (H3a) and positively
associated with supportive interactions with both mother and father (H3c). These hypotheses were
not supported. There were no associations between perceptions of existential, friendship, or
romantic gains associated with divorce and current interactions with parents. It may be that
offsprings’ current sense of gains related to divorce is just not related to their current parental
interactions. Areas assessed with regard to perceived gains included control over life, quantity of
friendships, sexual functioning and desire. More specifically, the gains assessed are very internal
and personal. They involve participants’ daily lives and how they connect the gains in their daily
lives back to parental divorce. Areas assessed with regard to interactions with parents include d
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things like seeking mother or father out or turning to this person when offspring were upset or
worried and exchanging harsh words with parents. The extent to which offspring perceive daily
life gains may just not mean much in terms of their current relationships with their parents,
relationships that are external and interpersonal. There may be no connection because areas
assessed on the gains are very personal and internal, whereas relationship with their parents are
more external and interpersonal. More specifically, experiencing a positive gain such as a change
in sexual functioning or quantity of friendships may just not be connected to how often someone
reaches out to their parents for support or exchanges harsh words with their parents.

Moderation between Gains and Conflict Dimensions and Posttraumatic Growth and ParentChild Relationship Quality
In this section, I review outcomes of the results for whether the relationships between
perception of parental conflict dimensions (i.e., frequency and intensity, self-blame, and resolution
of conflict) and perceptions of gains associated with parental divorce (i.e., existential, friendship,
romantic) made a unique contribution to posttraumatic growth and negative/positive interactions
with parents above and beyond the contribution of each variable individually. I did not make a
hypothesis for this question because it was exploratory and there was no prior research on the
relationship between perceived gains and parental conflict dimensions. However, it seemed
reasonable based on the research that exists on gains and college students’ experience with parental
divorce that gains might moderate relationships between conflict dimensions and parent-child
relationships and posttraumatic growth such that high scores on gains would be related to improved
parent-child relationships and more posttraumatic growth.
Existential gains moderated the relationship between self-blame for conflict and negative
interactions with father such that the positive association between these variables was only present
at low levels of existential gains, but not present at moderate or high levels of existential gains.
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Therefore, the more existential gains, the less likely there is a connection with self-blame of
parents' conflict prior to divorce and current negative interaction with their father. Perhaps this
occurs because the existential gains allow the students to have greater control in their life and
greater ability to think more clearly about their life (e.g., whether their degree of their self-blame
for parents' conflict prior to divorce is related to their current relationship with their father). This
ability to think more clearly and have more control about their life might help them better
understand that their level of blame for their parents' conflict prior to divorce is not related to their
current relationship with their father. This relationship between existential gains and self-blame
may be present for father, but not mother, because of issues related to father not having custody
may increase the likelihood of father, but not mother having a current negative relationship with
their children, which allows them to think more deeply and meaningfully about how self-blame
may be related to their current relationship with their father.
Further, romantic gains moderated the relationship between conflict resolution and
negative interactions with father such that the negative relationship between these variables was
only present at moderate and high levels of romantic gains, but not present at low levels of romantic
gains. Therefore, the more romantic gains, the more likely there is a connection with greater
conflict resolution between their parents prior to divorce and lower current negative interaction
with their father. It may be that students with higher romantic gains may have developed
relationship and communication skills in their own present romantic relationships that may allow
them to better remember parental resolution of conflict which may temper any current negative
interactions with their fathers. Similarly, the relationship between romantic gains and conflict
resolution may be present for father, but not mother, because the romantic gains may help them
better understand the complexity and challenges of their own present romantic relationships as
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well as their current relationship with their father. More specifically, these romantic gains may
help them be more aware and understanding of how prior parental conflict resolution may be
related to complex issues involving custody (e.g., less quality and quantity of contacts with father),
which helps temper any current negative interactions with father, but not mother.

Additional Findings: Beyond Hypotheses
Conflict Frequency, Intensity, and Resolution
Although not a part of my research questions, there were strong associations that emerged
among conflict frequency, intensity, and resolution. Frequency and intensity were significant ly
and positively associated, and resolution was negatively associated with both frequency and
intensity. This is understandable because the nature of highly intense and unresolved arguments
may be connected to more frequent arguments in the future due to previous arguments being
unresolved and resentment built up from the intensity of the argument (e.g. saying mean things to
each other, pushing or shoving each other). The negative association between intensity and
resolution is consistent with past research that indicates a positive relationship between intensity
and frequency of conflict and divorce (Gottman & Silver, 1999; Orbuch, Veroff, Hassan &
Horrock, 2002). According to Gottman and Silver (1999), conflict that involves high levels of
intensity (e.g., criticism, contempt, defensiveness, or stonewalling) is most strongly connected
with low levels of conflict resolution (e.g., divorce or a couple ending their relationship). Similar ly,
Orbuch et al. (2002) found that conflict intensity (e.g., yelling, insults) was positively associated
with poor conflict resolution.
Another interesting finding related to parental conflict was that self-blame was not
associated with frequency, intensity, or resolution of conflict. This finding adds to the research on
parental divorce because previous researchers generally examined conflict in general way without
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taking a more nuanced look at the different dimensions of conflict. For example, Pan (2014)
demonstrated a narrow approach to assessing parental conflict by measuring parental conflict by
only asking college-aged participants who had experienced parental divorce whether their parents
were more likely to fight with each other in the past year compared to the previous year, but did
not assess for the intensity, resolution, or self-blame of conflict. The current finding that there are
relationships among frequency, intensity, and resolution, but not between self-blame and these
other domains

of conflict highlights

the importance

of taking a more nuanced and

multidimensional approach to researching parental conflict.
Additionally, supportive interactions with mother and negative interactions with father
varied by sex. More specifically, females scored higher than males on supportive interactions with
mothers and negative interactions with father. These findings may have emerged because mothers
and fathers may feel more comfortable discussing certain topics with their same-sexed offspring
and this differential comfort could be associated with more positive and/or negative interactions.
Further, issues related to custody may have been related to these findings. More specifically,
mothers are usually granted custody of their offspring after divorce. Therefore, mothers may have
a different relationship with their daughters compared to their sons because they have a greater
quantity and quality of contacts with their daughter because they may feel more comfortable
discussing certain topics with their daughters rather than their sons which may lead to greater
empathy and understanding between mothers and daughters. The current finding may indicate that
mothers and daughters, but not mothers and sons, may provide emotional support for each other is
consistent with past research. Cooney et al. (1986) concluded that a possible reason the
relationships between mothers and daughters, as compared to sons and mothers, improved after
divorce was that daughters may develop greater empathy toward their mothers. Additiona lly,
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Wintre et al. (2011) posited the difference may occur because males, as compared to females,
residing with their mothers after divorce may take on the “man of the house” role previously taken
on by the father.
Clinical Implications
In this section, I offer clinical implications of the current findings. Specifically, I describe
how the information could be applied by clinicians engaged in individual or group therapy and
how the findings could be used to inform the development of court-ordered classes for parents and
families who are going through the divorce process.

Individual and Group Therapy
Clinicians may use the current results to help traditionally-aged college student clients who
have experienced parental divorce. For example, clinicians may be able to normalize for offspring
of divorce that relationships with their fathers can more challenging. The findings suggested that
relationships with fathers, but not mothers, may be worse for offspring of divorce as compared to
offspring from intact families. More specifically, areas assessed for relationship quality included
items such as how often offspring turn to their fathers for support, seek him out when upset, and
how often they get upset with their fathers. Clinicians clearly need to be mindful of assessing
interactions with both parents, not just mothers, as offspring are likely to have quite different
interactions with their mother and father.
Additionally, clinicians could watch for naturally occurring moments when clients might
mention possible gains related to parental divorce and other possible interpersonal moderating
factors related to those gains such as how they have processed their parents' divorce. This
suggestion is based on the finding that existential gains related to parental divorce are associated
with posttraumatic growth. This suggestion is also based on the finding that existential gains
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moderated the relationship between self-blame for conflict and negative interactions with father
and romantic gains moderated the relationship between conflict resolution and negative
interactions with father. If clients appear to have not experienced much growth associated with
parental divorce or currently are having negative interactions with their father, clinicians might
listen for indications of existential or romantic gains or other possible interpersonal moderating
factors related to existential or romantic gains. Then, clinicians may be able to tentatively offer
that these gains may be connected to more long term and stable growth or less current negative
interaction with their fathers. If existential or romantic gains appear low, a gentle focus on helping
clients identify possible existential or romantic gains or possible moderating factors connected to
existential or romantic gains (e.g., social support, communication with parents about the divorce)
related to parental divorce may be a point of intervention to facilitate additional growth or less
current negative interaction with their father. The PILES is based on the assumption that gains
associated with a particular life event are fluid, flexible, and capable of changing. Thus, helping
clients identify potential existential or romantic gains may facilitate more growth.
In connection with the current finding of a positive association between self-blame and
negative interactions with mothers, clinicians could be mindful that clients who speak about
blaming themselves for their parents’ conflict could be at risk of having a poor relationship with
their mothers and vice versa. Similarly, clinicians can be mindful that clients who speak about high
levels of frequency and intensity of parental conflict could be at risk of having a poor relationship
with their father and vice versa. If an association does emerge for individual clients, clinicians
could work to determine which side of this association could be more easily modified in therapy.
There are also clinical implications for group interventions for offspring of divorce. Group
leaders could use the results of this study to highlight the connection between self-blame of
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parental conflict and negative relationship with mothers. Group leaders may also be able to
possibly help participants replace any irrational beliefs about self-blame of parental conflict with
more rational beliefs with hopes of improving relationships with mothers. Moreover, group leaders
could facilitate discussions about possible existential gains related to parental divorce and
highlight how that could possibly lead to more long term posttraumatic growth. Similarly, group
leaders could use the PILES to create an activity where members talk about both the gains and
losses they have experienced related to their parents’ divorce. This activity may highlight and
normalize the complexity of parental divorce and how their parents’ divorce is connected to both
gains and losses.
Classes for Divorcing Parents
From a societal perspective, these results may also help courts develop parenting classes
that help parents who are going through a divorce. Since findings indicated that parents who
divorce have greater levels of frequency and intensity of conflict and lower levels of conflict
resolution compared to parents from intact families, courts could use these results to help teach
conflict management strategies to parents who are going through the divorce process. More
specifically, courts may be able to also use these results to develop conflict management classes
for parents who divorce such as teaching them to not blame their children for their arguments,
resolve their conflicts using assertiveness skills and compromises, and avoid criticizing or saying
mean things to each other when they argue, and try to argue less often. Additionally, results
indicate that relationships with fathers, but not mothers, for offspring of divorce may be more
negative. Courts may be able to use these results to help develop classes that focus specifically on
improving the relationship between fathers and their offspring after a divorce.
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Threats to Validity, Limitations, and Directions for Future Re search
In this section, I describe threats to validity, limitations, and future research. Specifically,
I address the areas of sampling, measurement, and design.
With regard to sampling, there was a limitation related to generalizability because the
sample was homogenous with regard to age (i.e., 18 to 25 years old) and educational status as
college students. Future research could focus on maladaptive and adaptive outcomes for adult
children of divorce over the age of 25 and for those 18-25 years of age who are not enrolled in
college. Much of the research related to parental divorce is focused on children and adolescents
and maladaptive outcomes associated with parental divorce. However, there is a growing body of
research that is focused on adaptive outcomes associated with parental divorce. This research is
primarily focused on college students. Research with older adult children of divorce would provide
opportunities to analyze outcomes of divorce related to career and marriage, as many college
students have not yet experienced such as long-term career satisfaction, work stress, and marriage
satisfaction. Additionally, research with older adult children of divorce could examine factors
related to divorce rates for adult children of divorce. Similarly, more research could be conducted
on adult children of divorce who experienced parental divorce at an age older than 25. Outcomes
and factors may be different for adult children who experience parental divorce at an older age in
life (e.g., older than 25) compared to adult children who experience parental divorce at a younger
age in life. More specifically, older adult children of divorce may face different challenges such
as having to decide how to explain the divorce to their own children about their grandparents’
divorce, and practical and emotional challenges of having to explain to grandchildren why holidays
need to be celebrated at multiple times and separate locations for each parent and or new step-
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parent. Results may also be different for older adult children of divorce because they did not have
to face issues related to custody.
Additionally, another sampling limitation was that the data were collected using an online
survey. This may bias the sample to include those from a higher socioeconomic status with greater
access to resources such as computers (Fenner et al., 2012). Further, the sample was self-selected,
which may have limited the sample to participants who are interested in the topic, subject area, or
participating in research.
Further, the sample was limited to a specific region of the country, students who were
attending a Midwestern university and a largely homogenous group. For example, the majority of
participants, 377 (87.7%), were White/European American (not of Hispanic origin), and 17 (4.0%)
were biracial/multiracial, 11 (2.6%) were Hispanic/Latino American, 10 (2.3%) were African
American, and 9 (2.1%) were Asian American. Regarding sexual orientation, 377 (87.7%)
identified as heterosexual, 6 (1.4%) as gay or lesbian, 16 (3.7%) as bisexual, and 31 (7.2%)
participants identified as other underrepresented sexual orientations. Therefore, the findings did
not generalize to a more diverse group of college students. Future research can examine
underrepresented groups and groups not accounted for in the study.
In terms of measurement, one limitation was that I only used four of the nine subscales (i.e.
frequency, intensity, self-blame, and resolution of conflict) of the parental conflict measure,
Children’s Perception of Interparental Conflict (CPIC). Additionally, I combined frequency and
intensity into one variable for my regressions to avoid multicollinearity. I used these scales because
they appeared to be most relevant for outcomes related to college-aged offspring of divorce.
However, only one of the scales (i.e., self-blame) was associated with only one of my dependent
variables (i.e., negative interactions with mother). I hypothesized that frequency, intensity, self-
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blame and resolution of conflict would be associated with negative/positive interactions with
parents. This hypothesis was not supported, except that self-blame of parental conflict was
positively associated with negative interaction with mother and combined frequency and intensity
of conflict was positively associated with negative interaction with father. Future research could
examine the other five dimensions of parental conflict listed on the CPIC that I did not measure to
see if they are related to interactions with parents. Those dimensions of parental conflict include
content (e.g., my parents often get into arguments about things I do at school), perceived threat
(e.g., I get scared when my parents argue), coping efficacy (e.g., when my parents argue I can do
something to make myself feel better), triangulation (e.g., I feel caught in the middle when my
parents argue), and stability (e.g., my parents argue because they don’t really love each other).
Additionally, the CPIC requires participants to indicate their recollection of parental
conflict prior to divorce, which may have occurred when some participants were at an early age or
prior to their birth. Thus, some of the participants may not be able to fully remember the exact
nature of their parents’ conflicts prior to divorce. Similarly, the Perceived Impact of Life Events
Scales (PILES) requires participants to account for current gains that have occurred in a
participant’s life associated with the divorce. It may be difficult for participants to know exactly
which current gains in their life are related to their parents’ divorce if their parents’ divorce
occurred at an early age or prior to their birth. Likewise, the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory
(PTGI) requires participants to identify areas of growth or positive change connected with parental
divorce. It may also be difficult for participants to know exactly what growth they have
experienced in their life connected to their parents’ divorce if their parents’ divorce occurred at an
early age or prior to their birth. Even so, scores for the CPIC, PILES, and PTGI have all
demonstrated reliability and validity. Moreover, all of the measures involved the participants' self-
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report of these variables. Future research could involve other reporters such as parents, siblings,
or perhaps grandparents to assess their perceptions of positive and negative parent-child
interactions.
With regard to design, I used a cross-sectional and quasi-experimental approach.
Therefore, issues of causation were not addressed. This study addressed relationships among
variables at a particular time and did not account for longitudinal changes that may have taken
place prior to the divorce, immediately after the divorce, or future changes that may occur for the
participants. Future research could utilize mixed method and/or longitudinal designs to enhance
understanding of the relationships among variables over time such as whether or not posttraumatic
growth, existential gains, or relationship with father changes over time, stage of life, and/or
developmental period.
In addition, there are many potentially confounding variables that I did not account for in
this study. Future research could utilize measures that better examine variables that explain
differences in interactions with mothers and fathers. The results indicated a negative relationship
between father, but not mother, for college students who have experience parental divorce. Future
research could examine beliefs about masculinity, quality and quantity of contact with noncustodial fathers, differences in relationship with fathers based on custody, or beliefs in children
about what it means to be a good father to determine if these variables might account for negative
interactions with father. Another possible confounding variable is social desirability. For example,
my measures were self-report in nature and social desirability may have influenced how
participants assessed their own perceptions of gains associated with parental divorce, perceptions
of parental conflict, current interaction quality with parents, and posttraumatic growth.

113
Additionally, future research could examine other interactions between variables that
might help explain the differences between positive and negative interactions with mother and
father. I hypothesized that parental conflict dimensions would be associated with interactions with
parents. This hypothesis was not supported, with the exception of self-blame being positively
associated with negative interactions with mother. Additionally, the results indicated a significant
relationship between sex and supportive interaction with mother and negative interaction with
father. More specifically, females scored higher than males on supportive interactions with
mothers and negative interactions with father. However, future research could examine whether
custody interacts with sex of offspring and interactions with parents to see if that helps explain
why males scored lower than females on supportive interactions with mothers and negative
interactions with father. More specifically, future research could examine whether daughters who
live with their mothers are more likely to have supportive interactions with their mothers than are
daughters who live with their fathers. These results related to daughters could also be compared to
results of sons who live with their fathers compared to sons who live with their mothers after
divorce.
Given the heterogeneity of maladaptive and adaptive outcomes of college students of
divorce, future research could examine additional variables related to outcomes for college
students of divorce. Future variables may include coping skills, social support, spirituality, and/or
participation in therapy. Past research indicates that these variables might be related to outcomes
(Berkey, 2015: Sever, et al., 2007; Stallman & Sanders, 2014). Moreover, additional maladaptive
and adaptive outcomes could be examined. For example, other outcomes that could be examined
may include identity development, happiness, or relationship with siblings. More specifically,
Chickering and Reisser (1993) argued that one task college students face is establishing identity.
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Similarly, according to Arnett (2000) emerging adults are exploring their identities. College
students who have experienced parental divorce may have more difficulty developing their identity
than college students from intact families. Future research could examine what factors may be
related to identity development for college students who have experienced parental divorce.
Similarly, researchers may use these results to help determine other possible associations between
existential gains and other adaptive outcomes as well as self-blame and other maladaptive
outcomes.
Conclusion
The results of the present study indicated that college students with divorced parents
reported greater levels of frequency and intensity of parental conflict and lower levels of parental
conflict resolution than their peers with married parents. In addition, students with divorced parents
reported lower supportive interactions with fathers and higher negative interactions with fathers
than those with married parents. For those with divorced parents, existential gains were positively
associated with posttraumatic growth and self-blame for parental conflict was positively associated
with negative interactions with mother.
The present study had limitations regarding sampling (e.g., homogenous with regard to
age, majority of participants were White/European), measurement (e.g., only used four of the nine
subscales of the parental conflict measure, two measures require participants to attribute what areas
of their life can be directly attributed to their parents' divorce) and design (e.g., issues of causation
were not addressed, there are many potentially confounding variables that I did not control for in
this study). Future research could identify other factors that might account for differences in
maladaptive and adaptive outcomes. Additionally, future research would gain from the use of more
ethnically/racial diverse samples, the assessment of other parental conflict constructs such as
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triangulation, and inclusion of other confounding variables, such as custody history to better
understand if there are differences in outcomes depending on the race or ethnicity of the
participant.
Despite the limitations of the current study, the findings do have implications for practice
in that clinicians can help clients normalize that their relationship with their fathers may be more
negative than their relationships with their mothers. In addition, clinicians may benefit their clients
by listening for naturally occurring moments when clients speak about potential existential or
romantic gains related to their parents' divorce or possible moderating factors associated with
gains. Helping clients identify existential and romantic gains may potentially assist clients both in
terms of posttraumatic growth and current negative interactions with father. Further courts may
choose to use findings to teach conflict management strategies to parents involved in the divorce
process conflict management strategies.
The present study represents an improvement over prior research in that I examined both
maladaptive and adaptive outcomes related to parental divorce for college-aged offspring.
Additionally, I examined the variables of parental conflict and interactions with parents in a more
nuanced way than has been done in the past. The current findings can serve as a catalyst for future
parental divorce-related research regarding the importance of including specific conflict resolution
styles in addition to negative conflict variables that more directly involve the offspring (e.g.,
triangulation, coping efficacy) as the need to examine both positive and negative interactions with
both parents.
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APPENDIX A. DEMOGRAPHIC AND BACKGROUND QUESTIONNAIRE

1. Age: _______
2. Sex: _______ Female _______Male _______ Choose not to answer _______Other
3. Race/Ethnicity (Select one or more):
_______African American
_______Asian American
_______White/European American (not of Hispanic origin)
_______American Indian or Alaskan Native
_______Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander
_______Hispanic/Latino American
_______Middle Eastern American
_______Biracial/Multiracial (Specify: _________________)
_______International Student (National origin: __________) (Race:_________________)
4. Sexual Orientation:
________Heterosexual
________Gay, Lesbian
________Bisexual
________Other
5. Year in the University:
_____ First year undergraduate
_____ Sophomore
_____ Junior
_____ Senior
6. Current Relationship Status:
______Single (please specify)
______ Dating casually
______ Dating seriously
______ Married
______ Divorced
______ Married and separated
______ Widowed
7. Current Student Status:
___ Full-time student
___ Part-time student
___ Non-student
8. Parents’ Marital Status
___ Married
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___ Separated, but married
___ Divorced, both parents unmarried
___ Divorced, mother remarried
___ Divorced, father remarried
___ Divorced, both parents remarried
9. What is the most impactful family- related stressor you have dealt with and when did it
occur?
Examples listed for participants will include: living away from family, family illness, death of
family member, financial problems in family, sibling divorce, family member injury, suicide
attempt of family member, suicide death of family member, parental pressure, parental conflict,
family member drug, alcohol, or gambling addiction, family member getting arrested, family
member being incarcerated, family member losing job, family member abuse, family member
neglect, family member abortion, family member was a victim of a crime, family member was a
victim of rape, family member has conflict or break-up with romantic partner.
Other (Please specify): _________________
(only displayed to and answered by students who indicated that parents are married)
10. Please indicate your age at the time of the most impactful family-related stressor ___
(only displayed to and answered by students who indicated that parents are married)
11. Please indicate your age at the time of the initial separation ___
(only offered to students who indicated parent statuses other than married)
12. Please indicated your age at the time of the final divorce___
(only offered to students who indicated parent statuses other than married)
13. Please indicate how traumatic your parents’ divorce/separation was for you:
(only offered to students who indicated parent statuses other than marred)
___ Not at all traumatic
___ Slightly traumatic
___ Moderately traumatic
___ Highly traumatic
___ Extremely traumatic
14. Please indicate how traumatic your most impactful family-related stressor was for you:
(only displayed to and answered by students who indicated that parents are married)
___ Not at all traumatic
___ Slightly traumatic
___ Moderately traumatic
___ Highly traumatic
___ Extremely traumatic
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APPENDIX B. CHILDREN'S PERCEPTION OF INTERPARENTAL
CONFLICT SCALE

Instrument Title: Children's Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale
(Children's Perception of Interparental Conflict Scale)
(Grych, Seid, & Fincham, 1992)
In every family there are times when the parents do not get along. Below are some
things that kids sometimes think or feel when their parents have arguments or disagreements. We
would like you to tell us what you thought or felt when your parents argued or disagreed prior to
their divorce or separation by answering each of the sentences below.
(Items for each subscale are listed in appendix, but will not be viewed when participant
completes online survey)
T = TRUE
ST = SORT OF TRUE
F = FALSE
1. T ST F
2. T ST F
3. T ST F
4. T ST F
5. T ST F
6. T ST F
7. T ST F
8. T ST F
9. T ST F
10. T ST F
11. T ST F
12. T ST F
13. T ST F
14. T ST F
15. T ST F
16. T ST F
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.

T ST F
T ST F
T ST F
T ST F
T ST F
T ST F

My parents blame me when they have arguments - Self-blame
I never saw my parents arguing or disagreeing. - Frequency
When my parents had an argument they usually worked it out - Resolution
My parents got really mad when they argued - Intensity
They may not think I knew it, but my parents argued or disagreed a
lot - Frequency
Even after my parents stopped arguing they stayed mad at each other. - Resolution
My parents were often mean to each other even when I was around - Frequency
When my parents disagreed about something, they usually came up with a
solution. - Resolution
When my parents had an argument they said mean things to each other - Intensity
I often saw my parents arguing - Frequency
When my parents argued they usually made up right away - Resolution
When my parents had an argument they yelled a lot - Intensity
My parents hardly ever argued - Frequency
My parents have broken or thrown things during an argument - Intensity
After my parents stopped arguing, they were friendly with each other - Resolution
My parents often nagged and complained about each other around the
house. - Frequency
My parents still acted mean after they had an argument - Resolution
It's usually my fault when my parents argue - Self-blame
My parents have pushed or shoved each other during an argument - Intensity
Even if they don't say it, I know I'm to blame when my parents argue - Self-blame
When my parents had a disagreement, they usually discussed it quietly - Intensity
I'm not to blame when my parents have an argument - Self-blame

135
23. T ST F
24. T ST F

My parents hardly ever yelled when they had a disagreement - Intensity
Usually it's not my fault when my parents have arguments - Self-blame
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APPENDIX C. PERCEIVED IMPACT OF LIFE EVENT SCALE (PILES)

Perceived Impact of Life Event Scale (PILES)
(Servaty-Seib, 2014; Servaty-Seib et. al, 2006)

The PILES measures the impact of life events through assessing perceptions of gains and losses
attributed to those events.
After a significant life event, a person can experience both gains and losses. These gains and losses
can occur in many areas such as those listed below.
If you HAVE experienced PARENTAL DIVORCE/SEPARATION, please use the following
scale and circle the current level of loss or gain that you attribute to your experience with
parental divorce within each area.
If you have NOT experienced PARENTAL DIVORCE/SEPARATION, please choose your
most impactful family related stressor you indicated earlier. For each area, please use the
following scale and circle the current level of loss or gain that you attribute to your life event.
Keep in mind that this event could be a single incident or a more prolonged experience.

For each area, please use the following scale and circle the current level of loss or gain that you
attribute to the event listed above.

1 = extreme loss
2 = moderate loss
3 = slight loss

5 = slight gain
4 = no change

6 = moderate gain
7 = extreme gain

For example, if you currently attribute a moderate level of gain in your self-esteem to the life event
you selected above, please circle 6.

1.

Meaning in Life

Extreme Loss

Moderate Loss

Slight Loss

No Change

Slight Gain

Moderate Gain

Extreme Gain

1.

Control over life

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

2.

Quantity of friendships

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

3.

Marital/relationships situation

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Extreme Loss

Moderate Loss

Slight Loss

No Change

Slight Gain

Moderate Gain

Extreme Gain
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1

2

3

4

5

6

7

4.

Role as productive member of society

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

5.

Quality of friendships

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

6.

Sexual functioning

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

7.

Ability to think clearly

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8.

Sense of belonging

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

9.

Quality of romantic relationships

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

10. Control over the future

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

11. Time spend with friends

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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12. Sexual desire

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

13. Meaning in life

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

14. Ability to interact socially

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

15. Time spend with romantic partner

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

16. Expectations about the future

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

17. Size of support network

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

18. Sexual pleasure

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

19. Personal values

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

20. Energy

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

21. Emotional maturity

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

22. Will to live

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Overall, do you consider your significant life event to have been/to be a (please check only one)

________ desirable or ________ undesirable experience?
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APPENDIX D. POSTTRAUMATIC GROWTH INVENTORY

Posttraumatic Growth Inventory
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996)

If you HAVE experienced PARENTAL DIVORCE/SEPARATION, indicate for each of the
statements below the degree to which this change occurred in your life as a result of experiencing
parental divorce, using the following scale. If you have NOT experienced PARENTAL
DIVORCE/SEPARATION, respond to each statement based on the most impactful family
stressor you indicated previously.
0–
1–
2–
3–
4–
5–

“I did not experience this change”
“I experienced this change to a very small degree”
“I experienced this change to a small degree”
“I experienced this change to a moderate degree”
“I experienced this change to a great degree”
“I experienced this change to a very great degree”

1. My priorities about what is important in life.
2. An appreciation for the value of my own life.
3. I developed new interests.
4. A feeling of self-reliance.
5. A better understanding of spiritual matters
6. Knowing that I can count on people in times of trouble.
7. I established a new path for my life.
8. A sense of closeness with others.
9. A willingness to express my emotions.
10. Knowing I can handle difficulties.
11. I'm able to do better things with my life.
12. Being able to accept the way things work out.
13. Appreciating each day.
14. New opportunities are available which wouldn't have been otherwise.
15. Having compassion for others.
16. Putting effort into my relationships.
17. I'm more likely to try to change things which need changing.
18. I have a stronger religious faith.
19. I discovered that I'm stronger than I thought I was.
20. I learned a great deal about how wonderful people are.
21. I accept needing others.
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APPENDIX E. THE NETWORK OF RELATIONSHIPS INVENTORY:
BEHAVIORAL SYSTEMS VERSION (NRI-BSV)

The Network of Relationships Inventory: Behavioral Systems Version (NRI-BSV)
(Furman & Buhrmester, 2009)
Please answer these questions about your current relationship with your mother or mother figure
and father or father figure. You will be answering all questions twice, once for each parent or
parent figure.
1 = Little or None
2 = Somewhat
3 = Very Much
4 = Extremely Much
5 = The Most
SUPPORT SCALE ITEMS
Seeks safe haven
How much do you seek out this person when you’re upset?
How much do you turn to this person for comfort and support when you are troubled about
something?
How much do you turn to this person when you’re worried about something?
Seeks secure base
How much does this person encourage you to try new things that you’d like to do but are nervous
about?
How much does this person encourage you to pursue your goals and future plans?
How much does this person show support for your activities?
Provides safe haven
How much does this person turn to you for comfort and support when s/he is troubled about
something?
How much does this person turn to you when s/he is worried about something?
How much does this person seek you out when s/he is upset?
Provides secure base
How much do you encourage this person to try new things that s/he would like to do but is
nervous about?
How much do you encourage this person to pursue his/her goals and future plans?
How much do you show support for this person’s activities?
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Companionship
How much do you and this person spend free time together?
How often do you and this person go places and do enjoyable things together?
How much do you and this person play around and have fun?
NEGATIVE INTERACTION SCALE ITEMS
Conflict
How much do you and this person get upset with or mad at each other?
How much do you and this person disagree and quarrel?
How much do you and this person argue with each other?
Criticism
How much do you and this person say mean or harsh things to each other?
How often do you and this person point out each others’ faults or put each other down?
How much do you and this person criticize each other?
Antagonism
How much do you and this person hassle or nag one another?
How much do you and this person get on each other’s nerves?
How much do you and this person get annoyed with each other’s?
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APPENDIX F. RECRUITMENT EMAIL

FROM: Matthew Welsh (welsh6@purdue.edu)
REPLY TO: Matthew Welsh (welsh6@purdue.edu)
SUBJECT: Study on family-related stressors, parental conflict, and growth: Chance to receive
Amazon gift card
Dear Purdue Student,
My name is Matthew Welsh, and I am a doctoral student in Counseling Psychology at Purdue
University. I am currently working on a research project under the direction of my advisor, Dr.
Heather L. Servaty-Seib, with the purpose of exploring students’ family-related stressors,
parental conflict, and current parent relationships. This study has been determined to be exempt
and is approved by the Purdue University IRB Board (IRB Research Project Number: ______).
This study will be conducted through an on-line survey and will take about 20 minutes to
complete. If you are an undergraduate student between the ages of 18 to 25 and choose to
participate, you will provide all information anonymously. Your answers will be kept completely
private, and no will be able to connect your survey responses back to you.
At the end of the survey, you will have the opportunity to be entered into a drawing for one of
four $25 gift cards to Amazon.com. Winners will be selected at random. Electing to participate
in the drawing does not affect the anonymity of your responses; your survey answers are not
connected to the information you provide to enter into the drawing. The odds of winning will be
1 in 100 or better.
(Link inserted here)
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at Welsh6@purdue.edu or my advisor
Dr. Heather L. Servaty-Seib at servaty@purdue.edu.
Thank you for your consideration,
Matthew Welsh
Counseling Psychology Doctoral Student
Department of Educational Studies
Purdue University
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APPENDIX G. ONLINE INFORMATION SHEET

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT ONLINE INFORMATION SHEET
Family-related stressors and parental conflict
(IRB Research Project Number: _____)
Matthew M. Welsh
Heather L. Servaty-Seib, Ph.D.
Purdue University
Educational Studies
Please Print this Information Sheet for Your Records
What is the purpose of this study?
The purpose of the current study is to gather information on students’ family-related stressors,
parental conflict, and growth
What will I do if I choose to be in this study?
The online survey includes questions focusing on your family-related stressors and views of
parental conflict. Participants must be undergraduate students ranging from ages 18 to 25 years
old. After reading this form, please click the “I wish to participate in the study” button below if
you wish to participate. You will then be directed to the online survey and after completing the
questions you will be asked if you want your responses to be recorded. You will also be provided
with the opportunity to be entered into a drawing for four $25 Amazon.com gift cards. All survey
answers will be collected anonymously.
What will I do if I choose to be in this study?
This survey will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.
What are the possible risks or discomforts?
There are no foreseeable risks or adverse effects associated with this study. The risk of
participating in this study is considered minimal and no greater than what you would encounter in
everyday life. Additionally, there is minimal risk of a breach of confidentiality due to the electronic
nature of the survey. However, several safeguards are in place to minimize the risk of a breach in
confidentiality, which can be found below in the section entitled “Will information about me and
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my participation be kept confidential.” If you would like or need emotional support and related
assistance, you can contact a counselor near you by logging on to: www.purdue.edu/caps.

Are there any potential benefits?
There are no obvious personal benefits from participating in this study.
Will I receive payments or other incentive?
You will have the option to participate in a drawing for one of four $25 Amazon.com gift cards.
The website used to collect the emails for the drawing is completely separate from the website
containing the questionnaire responses. Electing to participate in the drawing does not impact the
anonymity of your responses; your survey answers are not connected to the email you send to
enter into the drawing. At the end of this study, four email addresses will be randomly chosen to
receive a $25 gift card. The odds of winning will be 1 in 100 or better. The individuals chosen
from this random drawing will receive an email directly from Amazon.com with their gift card
information included.
Will information about me and my participation be kept confidential?
The privacy and confidentiality of your responses will be protected through multiple methods. We
will collect your survey responses anonymously. You are not asked to provide your name or any
identifying material other than general demographic information. All completed forms will be kept
in a secure computer database. Only the researchers of this study will be able to access the data.
The data from this study will be analyzed collectively, including all responses to this survey. The
data will be kept indefinitely, but any reports, publications, or related documents will be reported
on an aggregate (not individual) level. The project’s research records may be reviewed by the
Institutional Review Board at Purdue University to ensure that your data is being properly
protected. Research records may be reviewed by departments at Purdue University responsible for
regulatory and research oversight.
If you choose to enter the drawing at the end of the survey, you will be directed to provide your
email address on a separate survey. Your email address will not be connected to your answers and
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will be kept in a password-protected file.
What are my rights if I take part in this study?
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate or, if you agree to
participate, you can withdraw your participation without penalty or loss of benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled. You can also skip any questions with which you are either uncomfortable
or choose not to answer.
Who can I contact if I have questions about the study?
If you have any questions about this research project, you can contact either Heather L. ServatySeib at (765) 494-0837 or servaty@purdue.edu or Matthew Welsh at welsh6@purdue.edu. If you
have concerns about the treatment of research participants, you can contact the Institutional
Review Board at Purdue University, Ernest C. Young Hall, Room 1032, 155 S. Grant St., West
Lafayette, IN 47907-2114. The phone number for the Board is (765) 494-5942. The email address
is irb@purdue.edu.
Documentation of Informed Consent
I have read the information provided above which describes this research study and my
participation in the study. I have had the opportunity to read this consent form and have the
research study explained. I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the research project
and my questions have been answered. I am prepared to participate in the research project
described above. By completing this survey, I acknowledge that I understand my rights as a
research participant and volunteer to participate. I can print a copy of this consent form for my
records.
(Participants will have the option to select: 1) I wish to participate in this study or 2) I do not wish
to participate in this study.)
Please Print this Information Sheet for Your Records
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APPENDIX H. PRELIMINARY ANALYSIS

I performed a series of MANOVAs to determine whether the 12 primary variables (i.e.
frequency of conflict, intensity of conflict, resolution of conflict, self-blame of conflict, existential
gains, friendship gains, romantic relationship and sexual functioning gains, posttraumatic growth,
supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with mother, supportive interaction with
father, negative interaction with father) for the whole sample (i.e., participants with married
parents and divorced parents) varied based on the categorical background and demographic
variables (i.e., sex, year in school, race, sexual orientation, relationship status). I also performed
correlations with age of participant, socioeconomic status, age at time of family stressor to
determine if these variables were correlated with my 12 DVs used for the whole sample for RQ1.
I then performed a series of MANOVAs to determine whether the five primary variables
(i.e. posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with mother,
supportive interaction with father, negative interaction with father) for the divorced sample varied
based on the background and demographic variables (i.e., sex, year in school, race, sexual
orientation, relationship status). I also performed correlations with age of participant and
socioeconomic status to determine if these variables were correlated with my five DVs used for
the whole sample for RQ2-4. Additionally, I performed correlations with age at initial separation
and age at final divorce to determine if those variables were significantly related with my DVs for
RQ2-4.
First, I report the results for the MANOVAs for the whole sample used for RQ1. Then, I
report the results for the correlations for the whole sample used for RQ1. Following that, I report
the results on the MANOVAs for the divorced sample. Then, I report the results of the correlations
for the divorced sample used for RQ2-4.
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The overall multivariate findings for the whole sample indicated a statistically significant
difference based on sex with regard to the 12 primary IVs as a set, F(36, 1239) = 2.017, p < .001,
partial η2 = .055. The MANOVA analysis generated a power of 1.000, indicating a 100%
probability that effects that actually exist have a chance of producing statistical significance in the
data analysis. At the univariate level, group differences emerged for supportive interaction with
mother, F(3, 422) = 13.264, p < .001, partial η2 = .086 and negative interaction with father, F(3,
422) = 56.174, p = .016, partial η2 = .024 for sex. Males (M = 36.02, SD = 11.29) scored
significantly lower than females (M = 45.18, SD = 14.37) for supportive interaction with mother.
Additionally, males (M = 13.07, SD = 6.30) scored significantly lower than females for negative
interaction with father (M = 15.38, SD = 8.34). I chose not to control for sex for RQ1 because the
overall effect size was small, partial η2 = .055.
The overall multivariate findings did not indicate a statistically significant difference based
on year in school with regard to the 12 primary IVs as a set, F(36, 1239) = 1.277,
p = .128, partial η2 = .036. Therefore, I did not inspect the univariate findings.
The overall multivariate findings did not indicate a statistically significant difference based
on race with regard to the 12 primary IVs as a set, F(12, 413) = 1.711, p = .062, partial η2 = .047.
I categorized race/ethnicity into two groups (i.e., white and underrepresented racial groups) in
order to have enough participants in each group (i.e., at least 10). Because the multivariable effect
for race/ethnicity was not significant, I did not examine the univariate findings.
The overall multivariate finding indicated a statistically significant difference based on
sexual orientation with regard to the 12 primary IVs as a set, F(12, 413) = 2.102, p = .016, partial
η2 = .058. I categorized sexual orientation into two groups (i.e., heterosexual and underrepresented
sexual orientations) to have enough participants in the underrepresented category (i.e., at least 10).
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At the univariate level, group differences emerged for self-blame F(1, 424) = 6.427, p = .012,
partial η2 = .015, existential gains, F(1, 424) = 8.86, p = .003, partial η2 = .020, and negative
interaction with father F(1, 424) = 4.234, p = .040, partial η2 = .010. Heterosexual participants
(M = 1.76, SD = .23) scored significantly lower than those who identified with underrepresented
sexual orientations (M = 1.85, SD = .27) for self-blame. Participants who identified with
underrepresented sexual orientations (M = 38.00, SD = 9.34) scored significantly lower than
heterosexual participants for existential gains (M = 41.65, SD = 8.63). Heterosexual participants
(M = 14.50, SD = 7.69) scored significantly lower than those who identified with underrepresented
sexual orientations (M = 16.72, SD = 9.09) for negative interaction with father. However, because
the multivariate effect size was small (partial η2 = .058; Cohen, 1988), I did not use sexual
orientation as a variable in my primary analysis for RQ1.
The current relationship variable involved a somewhat complicated process to address.
Initially, I started with using each group to see if I had enough people in it and to see if I could
find a pattern that would allow for dichotomization. After categorizing the current relationship
variable into five separate groups, I did find a pattern. Therefore, I decided to dichotomize the
current relationship variable. In the paragraphs below I describe how I initially categorized the
current relationship variable into five separate groups and the results. Then, I describe how I
dichotomized the current relationship variable and the results.
I initially categorized current relationship into five separate groups (i.e., married, dating
seriously, dating casually, single, other [e.g., engaged]). The overall multivariate findings
indicated a statistically significant difference based on current relationship status with regards to
the 12 primary IVs as a set, F(48, 1648) = 1.910, p < .001, partial η2 = .053. At the univariate
level, group differences emerged for frequency of conflict F(4, 420) = 3.709, p = .006, partial η2
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= .034, resolution of conflict F(4, 420) = 3.038, p = .017, partial η2 = .028, romantic gains F(4,
420) = 3.638, p = .006, partial η2 = .033, and negative interaction with father F(4, 420) = 2.735,
p = .029, partial η2 = .025 for current relationship status when the variable was divided into five
separate groups. I ran a Tukey Post Hoc test to determine differences for current relationship status
for frequency of conflict. Single (M = 11.61, SD = 3.52) scored significantly different than dating
seriously (M = 12.66 SD = 3.87) p = .043 and married (M = 16.00, SD = 2.28) p = .034 for
frequency of conflict. I ran a Tukey Post test to determine differences for current relationship status
for resolution of conflict. There were no significant differences. I ran a Tukey Post Hoc test to
determine differences for current relationship status for romantic gains. Single (M = 23.04, SD =
3.13) scored significantly different than dating seriously (M = 24.28, SD = 3.68) p = .005. I ran a
Tukey Post Hoc test to determine differences for current relationship status for negative interactio n
with father. Single (M = 13.94, SD = 7.16) scored significantly different than dating casually (M
= 18.42, SD = 10.87) p = .014 for negative interaction with father.
However, I chose to dichotomize current relationship because a dichotomous variable
would ease inclusion of this variable in the MANOVA analysis. When I used all five levels of
relationships status (see prior paragraph) the pattern of differences emerged between single
participants and those in one of the other groups. Therefore, single participants were scoring in
ways different from the other groups. Thus, I decided to dichotomize relationship status such that
single participants were in one group and all other participants were in the other group.
After I dichotomized current relationship, the overall multivariate finding indicated a
statistically significant difference based on current relationship status with regard to the 12 primary
IVs as a set, F(12, 405) = 3.244, p < .001, partial η2 = .088. At the univariate level, group
differences emerged for resolution of conflict F(1, 416) = 7.448, p = .007, partial η2 = .018 , self-
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blame F(1, 416) = 4.716, p = .030, partial η2 = .011, frequency of conflict F(1, 416) = 8.981, p =
.003, partial η2 = .021, romantic gains F(1, 416) = 8.881, p = .003, partial η2 = .021, and negative
interaction with father F(1, 416) = 4.561, p = .033, partial η2 = .011. Participants in a relationship
(M = 2.45, SD = .37) scored significantly lower than participants who identified as single (M =
2.55, SD = .33) for resolution of conflict. Single (M = 1.74, SD = .20). Single participants scored
significantly lower than those in a relationship (M = 1.79, SD = .37) for self-blame. Single
participants (M = 11.58, SD = 3.51) scored significantly lower than those in a relationship (M =
12.68, SD = 3.90) for frequency of conflict. Single participants (M = 23.14, SD = 5.87) scored
significantly lower than those in a relationship (M = 24.12, SD = 3.60) for romantic gains. Single
participants (M = 13.86, SD = 7.05) scored significantly lower than those in a relationship (M =
15.51, SD = 8.44). Because the univariate effects sizes were small were small, (i.e., partial η2 <
.0588; Cohen, 1988), I did not account for relationships status in the primary analysis.
I found significant correlations for socioeconomic status for the whole sample for RQ1
(See Table 7). Socioeconomic status was significantly and positively correlated with conflict
resolution (r = .29), p < .001, supportive interaction with father (r = .27), p < .001 and significant ly
and negatively correlated with frequency of conflict (r = - .23), p < .001, intensity of conflict (r =
-.24), p < .001, self-blame (r = -.14), p = .003, and negative interaction with father (r = -.10), p =
.04. If socioeconomic status had been significantly correlated with three or more DVs for the whole
sample and had a medium effect size (r > .30), I would have used it as a covariate in my MANOVA
(Cohen, 1988). However, socioeconomic status did not have a medium effect size and a significant
correlation with any of my DVs. Therefore, I did not account for socioeconomic status in my
primary analysis for RQ1.

151
I did not find any significant correlations between age of participants in the whole sample
and the 12 primary variables (See Table 7). I also did not find any significant correlations between
age of participants at the time of their family stressor and the 12 primary variables. If age of
participant or age of participant at time of family stressor would have been significantly correlated
with three or more DVs for the whole sample and had a medium effect size (r > .30), I would have
used it as a covariate in my MANOVA (Cohen, 1988).
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Table 7
Bivariate Correlations for Participants with Married Parents and Divorced parents (Whole
Sample)
Variables

Age of Participant

Socioeconomic
Status

Conflict Frequency

.03

-.23**

Conflict Intensity

-.04

-.24**

Conflict Resolution

-.03

.29**

Self-blame Conflict

-.08

-.14**

Existential Gains

.06

.02

Friendship Gains

.06

.07

Romantic and Sexual Gains

.01

.06

Posttraumatic Growth

.04

-.00

Supportive Mom

.04

.08

Negative Mom

-.07

-.07

Supportive Father

.01

.27**

Negative Father

-.08

-.10*

I then performed a series of MANOVAs to determine whether the five primary variables
(i.e., posttraumatic growth, supportive interaction with mother, negative interaction with mother,
supportive interaction with father, negative interaction with father) for the divorced sample varied
based on the background and demographic variables (i.e., sex, year in school, race, sexual
orientation, relationship status). I also performed correlations with age of participant and
socioeconomic status to determine if these variables were correlated with my five DVs used for
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the divorced sample for RQ2-4. Additionally, I performed correlations with age at initial separation
and age at final divorce to determine if those variables were significantly related with my five DVs
for RQ2-4.
The overall multivariate finding indicated a statistically significant difference based on sex
with regard to the five primary IVs as a set for the divorced sample, F(15, 381) = 1.983, p = .016,
partial η2 = .072. At the univariate level, group differences emerged for supportive interaction with
mother, F(3, 129) = 5.101, p = .002, partial η2 = .106 and negative interaction with father, F(3,
129) = 3.127, p = .028, partial η2 = .068 for sex. Males (M = 34.83, SD = 11.46) scored
significantly lower than females (M = 46.33, SD = 16.33) for supportive interaction with mother.
Additionally, males (M = 12.23, SD = 6.75) scored significantly lower than females for negative
interaction with father (M = 18.06, SD = 10.53). I chose to account for sex in the regressions for
supportive interaction with mother and negative interaction with father because these variables
varied by sex the differences were at a medium effect size (partial η2 > .0588).
The overall multivariate findings did not indicate a statistically significant difference based
on year in school with regard to the five primary IVs as a set, F(15, 381) = 1.474, p = .112, partial
η2 = .055. Therefore, I did not inspect the univariate findings.
The overall multivariate findings did not indicate a statistically significant difference based
on race with regard to the 5 primary IVs as a set for the divorced sample, F(5, 127) = 1.019, p =
.409, partial η2 = .039. I categorized race/ethnicity into two separate groups (i.e., white and
underrepresented racial groups) in order to have enough participants in each group (i.e., at least
10). Because the multivariable effect for race/ethnicity was not significant, I did not examine the
univariate findings.
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The overall multivariate findings did not indicate a statistically significant difference based
on sexual orientation with regard to the 5 primary IVs as a set for the divorced sample, F(5, 127)
= .817, p = .54, partial η2 = .031. I categorized sexual orientation into two separate groups (i.e.,
heterosexual and underrepresented sexual orientation groups) in order to have enough participants
in each group (i.e., at least 10). Because the multivariable effect for sexual orientation was not
significant, I did not examine the univariate findings.
The current relationship variable involved a somewhat complicated process to address.
Initially, I started with using each group to see if I had enough people in it and to see if I could
find a pattern that would allow for dichotomization. I used four separate groups for the divorced
sample, and not five separate groups as I used with the whole sample, because there were not
multiple participants in the "other" group (e.g., engaged) in the divorced sample. Therefore, I did
not include the "other" group for the divorce sample, and the divorced sample initially had four
groups instead of five groups like the whole sample. After categorizing the current relationship
variable into five separate groups, I did find a pattern. Therefore, I decided to dichotomize the
current relationship variable. In the paragraphs below I describe how I initially categorized the
current relationship variable into five separate groups and the results. Then, I describe how I
dichotomized the current relationship variable and the results.
I initially categorized current relationship status into four separate groups (i.e., married,
dating seriously, dating casually, single). The overall multivariate finding indicated a statistically
significant difference based on current relationship with regard to the five primary IVs as a set for
the divorced sample, F(15, 378) = 1.942, p = .018, partial η2 = .072. At the univariate level, group
differences emerged for posttraumatic growth, F(3, 128) = 2.927, p = .036, partial η2 = .065. I
performed Tukey post hoc analyses to determine differences for current relationship status for
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posttraumatic growth. Single participants (M = 60.60, SD = 22.78) scored significantly lower than
those who were dating casually (M = 79.33, SD = 23.45) for posttraumatic growth. Group
differences emerged for supportive interaction with father F(3, 128) = 3.329, p = .024, partial η2
= .071. I performed Tukey post hoc analyses to determine differences for current relationship status
for supportive interaction with father. No groups scored significantly different from one another.
Group differences also emerged for negative interaction with father, F(3, 128) = 5.036, p = .002,
partial η2

= .106. I performed Tukey post hoc analyses to determine differences for current

relationship status for negative interaction with father. Single participants (M = 15.17, SD = 8.74)
scored significantly different than those who were dating casually (M = 26.58, SD = 11.61.
However, I chose to dichotomize current relationship because a dichotomous variable
would ease inclusion of this variable in the regression analyses. When I used all four levels of
relationships status (see prior paragraph) the pattern of differences emerged between single
participants and those in one of the other groups. Therefore, single participants were scoring in
ways different from the other groups. Thus, I decided to dichotomize relationship status such that
single participants were in one group and all other participants were in the other group. After I
dichotomized current relationship, the overall multivariate findings did not indicate a statistically
significant difference based on current relationship with regard to five primary IVs as a set for the
divorced sample, F(5, 126) = 1.975, p = .087, partial η2 = .073.
I performed correlations between the continuous background variables of age of
participant, age at initial parental separation, age at final parental divorce, and socioeconomic
status and the five primary variables as a set for the divorced sample for RQ2-4. Age at initial
separation was significantly and positively correlated with supportive interaction with father (r =
.18, p = .04). Age at final divorce was significantly and positively correlated with supportive
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interaction with father (r = .18, p = .03). Socioeconomic status was significantly and positively
correlated with supportive interaction with father (r = .22, p = .01). However, I did not control for
those variables in RQ2-4 because all of these relationships had small effect sizes (i.e., r < .30;
Cohen, 1988).
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